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Never love anyone who treats you like you’re ordinary.

— Oscar Wilde




















CHAPTER ONE










I WASN’T SURE which of my fingers had actually been the first ungloved human finger to touch this thing. I kicked myself a little for not noticing that. I had wanted to savor every last detail. Still, it felt just as good as I thought it would, kind of like lemonade. Life had thrown me another lemon, but this time, I’d managed to make something yummy out of it. 

I dug a corner of the card under one of my fingernails then another, watching the edge bend and split as I thought back on that day last year. The day Mark told me he’d never really loved me.

“Okay, just… please be on the lookout for that card. I can’t find it anywhere,” he whined as he stomped out to his Camry with the last of his belongings, a random box filled with plastic beer mugs, a Padres foam finger bobbing out from the top. And just like that, he was gone.

Twenty years of marriage with three beautiful kids, and the very last thing he said to us as a family was to look out for his precious Tony Gwynn rookie card because “it was special.”  

“Honey, I found it,” I said to no one as I pressed the “Accept Offer” button. 

Tony Gwynn looked back at me from his tiny circle. He knew it was a good deal. The buyer was giving me 20 bucks. And it wasn’t like it was in gem-mint condition or anything; it looked like somebody had cleaned their fingernails with it.

I glanced up at the clock on my laptop. 6:45. Shoot. It had taken me way too long to pry that stupid plastic casing open, and now I was going to be late for work, on my first day. I hated my ex-husband even more now. And I still had no idea what I was going to wear. 

Grabbing a roll of duct tape from off my desk, I ran down the hall to bang on Lilly’s door. She didn’t answer, so I kept knocking, louder and louder, ending in a drum solo that vaguely resembled You Gotta Fight for Your Right to Party. 

She finally opened up, but like most 17-year-olds, she wasn’t happy about being interrupted while she was doing nothing. Her usual big green eyes were little angry slits. 

I kissed her good morning then barged my way in, rummaging through her closet, kicking through a large pile of clothes on the floor in front of her armoire. 

“Moooooom! Ugh! You’re making a mess.”

I looked around at the dirty dishes stacked on her desk, her unmade bed, the candy wrappers on her floor. “I do not think you know what that word means,” I said, then shook it off. “I’m looking for the cardigan you borrowed from me. You know, my good one, the black one. I need it. I’m starting my new job with Aunt Mabel today, and she basically told me I couldn’t show up looking like myself.”

Lilly laugh-yawned.

“I haven’t needed to look professional in a while.” I reminded her, tugging on my stained sweatshirt.

Technically, I hadn’t had a job in almost a year, but it wasn’t my fault. You know the saying “When life gives you lemons, make lemonade?” Well, they don’t tell you what to do when life just starts pelting you right and left with those suckers, practically backing a dump truck full of them up to your doorstep, while laughing maniacally. There’s only so much lemonade a person can take. First, my mother passed away, then my husband and I separated while he started dating my ex-friend and now-ex boss Jessica Fitz, and, of course, I got fired… all around the same time. So, I took some time off to write the novel I always wanted to write, which really meant I laid around in sweatpants for a year eating Rocky Road. 

But since the money I inherited from my mother was running out and the house hadn’t sold yet, I needed a job fast.

“Wait. What black cardigan are you talking about?” Lilly said, tilting her head to the side, like everything was finally processing in her half-asleep brain. “The one with the huge elbow hole?”

I held up the black duct tape and raised my eyebrows at her. 

She stared at me blankly. “You’re kidding, right? But whatever. I’m sure it’ll be fine for whatever Aunt Mabel’s ‘business’ is this time.” She put air quotes around the word business. “Face cream again?”

“That was last year,” I said, referring to the $500-a-jar beauty cream Aunt Mabel tried to sell us on, saying it was pennies on the dollar because it wasn’t the cream we were buying, it was the “business opportunity” to sell the cream to our sucker friends and family too.

“She says it’s a legitimate business this time,” I said. “A matchmaking one. She runs it out of her garage.” 

“Sounds legitimate.” Lilly responded.   

“I’ll quit as soon as something better comes along. Right now, I just need to get through today so I can pay a bill tomorrow.”

Her mouth curled up in a smile. “So… you’re going to be a matchmaker? You?

“What? What’s so funny about that?”

Her face went back to serious. “Nothing,” she said, looking me up and down.

“Just stop it, please. Stop being insulting with your eyes. Stop being questions when I need you to be answers. And help me find something to wear already.”

I was running out of time. I still had to finish making Violet’s lunch and remind her to get dressed because for some odd reason if I didn’t remind my 7-year-old to get dressed, the girl would go to school in her pajamas or worse, and I hadn’t heard from Celia, my middle schooler, all morning, which meant she was likely still sleeping, and it was almost time to go. 

“Mom! Celia put too much milk in my cereal on purpose, so I’m not eating it!” Violet yelled from the living room.

“Thank God,” I said to myself. “Celia’s awake.”

I grabbed Lilly by her bony shoulders; her long dark hair flew back from the jolt. It was time to beg. “Please, Lilly. Help your mom. Find me something, anything, that Aunt Mabel will find appropriate, and that means no sweatpants, stains, or holes unless the hole can be fixed with black duct tape. We have like five minutes.”

I rushed back out to the living room, grabbed the bowl, dumped out the milk, threw a glob of peanut butter onto some bread, smooshed it around a little then stuffed it into a lunchbox, making sure everyone’s backpacks were ready and shoes were on and then I took a breath and looked at the clock. I only had 15 seconds left — exactly 15 seconds for hair, makeup, clothes… and Owwwww! I looked down. Laverne was scratching her paws into my sweatpants. 

“Good morning, Laverne,” I said, stroking her beautiful calico fur, but only three times because that’s all she lets anyone touch her. Meanest cat in the world, but I love her. 

“Somebody feed Laverne, please,” I called out from the kitchen as I wiped peanut butter off the counter with the edge of my fist, then licked it when I thought no one was looking.

No wonder I looked tired all the time. I was pretty sure I needed more than a 15-second transformation and a glob of peanut-butter for breakfast, but, like most moms, I took what I could get. 

Lilly came in from the garage holding the ugliest brown-and-white, polka-dotted dress I’d ever seen in my life. It was made from some sort of silky material with weird ruching along the sides. “That is hideous,” I said, mouth open about as far as it could drop without breaking my jaw.

“It was in a GoodWill bag marked Aunt Mabel’s Fat Clothes,” Lilly said.

I stared at the dress a moment, not sure if I should be more offended by my daughter thinking I would want to wear leftover fat clothes, or that I would fit into them. But the dress was Aunt Mabel’s, so the woman couldn’t turn her nose up at it.  

“It’s perfect.” I snatched it from Lilly and ran to throw it on. It was one of those stretchy numbers without a zipper and as I wiggled my way into it, I soon realized I might have to dislocate a shoulder in order to fit into someone else’s fat clothes. Hopping around the bathroom with my arms stuck in a polka dotted dress, I yanked and pulled until somehow I got it on. I felt like the Incredible Hulk. The dress was about five inches too short, and I couldn’t really inhale properly without splitting a seam, but it would do — hopefully. I’d forgotten just how petite Aunt Mabel was.

The girls tried to hide their laughter when I came out of my room, and I dug a nail into my arm to stop myself from tearing up.

Lilly looked at me sideways. “Oh Mom,” she said, shaking her head like she was about to show a puppy how to use his paper for the umpteenth time. She twisted the dress a little at the middle and pulled a couple strands of my salt-and-pepper hair out of the lumpy bun I’d created.

“Better,” Violet said, like she knew. But at that point, I just took her word for it and we left.

After I dropped the kids off at three different schools, I breathed a small sigh of relief. I had successfully made it through another crazy morning. Then, I remembered I was about to start a new job in an ugly polka-dotted dress, and I almost hyperventilated into a wardrobe malfunction. 

I was not at all excited about love or matchmaking, or any combination of those two words, but a job was a job. I only wished I knew a little bit more about it. I had no idea what I was getting into except that Aunt Mabel considered it “legitimate,” whatever that meant. 

Pulling around the corner of her neighborhood, I kind of got a sense.

One of the best parts about living in San Diego is it’s a big city made up of many small communities, each with its own flavor and style. And my aunt lives in one of my favorite communities — Kensington.

I drove down her tree-lined street, passing the neighborhood houses that all screamed “old San Diego money.” Quiet little millionaire-quaint, gingerbread-looking houses with immaculate lawns. Even though Southern California was still in the kind of drought that made even the most expensive of houses look like a dirt lot, somehow Kensington never showed it. And Aunt Mabel’s house was no exception. But today, I wasn’t noticing her rock garden or stone-embossed waterfall. What I couldn’t take my eyes off of was a 10-foot sign sprawled across her converted garage. Two enormous pairs of bright red “kissing lips” decorated the sides of the vinyl sign that read in hot pink letters:




SNATCH YOUR MATCH

at the San Diego Matchmaker’s Club




















CHAPTER TWO










I FELL BACK against my seat, staring up at the sign. Oh how her neighbors must love her now. They probably hated her three years ago, back when she was the “gold-digging wife” of their wealthy elderly neighbor, and probably even more so when said-neighbor croaked and left her the house. But I was pretty sure she’d won them all over now with this “completely legitimate business” she was running from her garage.

I opened my door, trying to figure out how to gracefully climb out of a 1998 Odyssey in a dress that was too short and too tight for me. I shifted my knees to the side, squeezing them as hard as I could without popping a kneecap. This dress was awful, but technically, I wasn’t coming to work looking at all like myself. So technically, she should be happy.

I looked up from my knee squeezing. One of my aunt’s neighbors was eyeing me from his lawn. Great. Why do you have to water your lawn right now? We’re in the middle of a drought! 

Slowly, I managed to slide both my legs out without feeling too much of a breeze. 

The man never took his eyes off me. The veins on his almost-transparent 70-year-old neck seemed to grow thicker as he watched. His eyes bulged out from his balding head, and I began to worry he might actually be having a stroke or something, so I smiled and waved. “How’s it going?”

“That’s illegal!” he said, pointing at my aunt’s sign. The end of his blue watering hose shook in his hand, and water sprayed out randomly, splashing the poor gray tabby by his feet. “Running a brothel out of a house. I’ve contacted the authorities about this! You ought to be ashamed. Hussy!”

“Mind your own business,” I yelled back. Men were not on my good list at the moment, and especially not ones that called me hussy, even though I was pretty sure that might’ve been an accurate description of my way-too-tight polka-dotted dress. 

Thunderous flapping echoed off the side of my aunt’s garage where the humungous vinyl sign blew around like it was trying to escape. I gestured toward it. “Trust me, my aunt has all the permits to run this legally, I can assure you. But let’s talk about why your grass is so green in the middle of a severe drought. Let’s talk about how legal it is to be watering your lawn right now!”

He muttered something under his breath and threw down his hose. Picking up his cat, he walked away. I actually had no idea if it was legal or not to water like that. I didn’t water anymore, but that was because I could hardly afford the water we used for showers. I was certainly not going to let him know all that, though. As far as he knew, I was the water police.

He turned back toward me before he went into his house. “Tell your aunt, she’d better have all the permits and paperwork for that brothel of hers. Or her days are numbered!” 

I ignored his tirade, straightened out my bunched-up dress, and dramatically slammed my crappy minivan’s door. It made a pathetic “I’m-dying” squeak before it softly closed. “Please, Aunt Mabel,” I thought as I walked up the driveway toward those humungous lips. “Please have all your ducks and permits in a row for this one.”




---

A thick cloud of incense smacked me in the face as soon as I opened the door. I stumbled back against it, coughing and gagging, my tongue instantly numb from what tasted like I’d just licked the front counter of a head shop.

I made my way through the initial haze and into the darkness of her office. For some unknown reason, the lights were off and the blinds were drawn. 

“Hello?” I said, as I felt along the wall for a light switch. “Did the power go out?”

“Oooooooooohmmmm!” 

I turned toward the noise, trying to get my watery eyes to focus so I could find my bearings.

I heard my aunt’s Tennessee accent. “Tony… oh Big Tony… tell us now… are any of these eligible bachelors suitable?”

A candle gave off flickers of light, causing weird shadows to dance off the walls and couches. I scanned the room, finally able to see what was going on. My aunt was sitting at a card table in the middle of the room, a round-faced woman with short curly hair sat across from her. Their hands glided along the top of the table. I stepped in closer, noting the Ouija Board in front of them. 

“Yes!” the woman said when she saw the pointer had landed on a word. “Big Tony said ‘yes.’”

“I told you,” my aunt replied. “He wants you to move on with your life, Helena. Now let’s see which of these hotties he wants you to move on with.”

My aunt took three pictures from off her lap and placed them across the Ouija board. She drew out her words like she was telling a ghost story. “Biiig To-ny, one more thing. Tell us… Which one of these men is best for your darlin’ Helena?”

Even though both women’s eyes were closed, I could tell they were probably peeking as they moved the pointer along the wrinkled faces of the “eligible bachelors” on the table. It moved straight to the best looking one of the bunch, the one that actually had hair and teeth. 

Helena opened her eyes, adjusted her bifocals, and squealed. 

“Looks like I’ve got some calls to make,” my aunt said. “Big Tony’s got good taste in men.”

Helena coughed.

“Figuratively speaking, of course,” my aunt said, turning on the light. Her face just about fell to the floor when she saw what I was wearing even though her outfit wasn’t much better. She was walking around in 3-inch turquoise stilettos, her thick blonde hair piled high on top of her head like a ponytail crown. 

As she finished up with Helena, I glanced around the room and just about gagged. The place looked like a lingerie boutique had a baby with a timeshare presentation. Glittery framed posters lined the walls. In one picture, a young couple strolled down a beach hand in hand under a caption that read “Let the journey begin.” Another poster had an older couple lovingly looking up at each other with the caption “A lifetime of love begins with a smile.”

It was a good thing I hadn’t had time for breakfast. 

As soon as Helena left with the picture of her late husband’s chosen hottie tucked under her arm, Aunt Mabel strutted across her zebra-striped shag rug over to me, the side of her over-botoxed puffy mouth up in a half-scowl as she eyed my outfit. I could not believe the nerve of that woman, turning her nose up at my dress when her pants were so tight she could barely bend at the knee right. But that was my Aunt Mabel. She never saw the thorn in her own eye. 

“Marcie, I thought you said you were gonna wear something appropriate,” she said.

“And I thought you said you were running a legitimate business. Really? Seance matchmaking with Big Tony?”

“It’s a Ouiga board, and we both know Helena was moving that little plastic window thing. She just wanted her dead husband’s approval to move on with her life. Is that a crime that I’m givin’ it to her?” She twirled her finger, pointing at my dress. “But, you gotta admit. You might need some help, honey. There is a fine line between trashy and classy…”

“A line I’m not sure you’re qualified to draw.” I pushed my lips together. Two could play at this insult game. I couldn’t believe I was about to get a lecture on the difference between classy and trashy from a 60-year-old Barbie doll. 

“Honey, you’d better watch yourself. I should remind you. You are workin’ on a trial basis.”

“This dress was yours,” I reminded her.

“Five years ago, but I threw it out and moved on from it. That’s what you need to do too. You’re indecisive and you hang onto things for far too long. That’s always been your problem, especially resentment. Let it go. Life is too short to wear ugly dresses. Find a new one and don’t look back. That’s what I try to help people with now, with my matchmaking business. Moving on. Rediscovering and rebranding yourself…”

I had no idea what she was talking about. I wasn’t even sure we were talking about a dress anymore. But somewhere, underneath yards of strategically placed ruching, my stomach rumbled, reminding me I hadn’t eaten yet. While my aunt blabbed on about relationships, I ran the possibilities through my head: 

I was pretty sure I still had a squishy “survival kit” granola bar left in my glove box, unless I ate it last week…or I could maybe raid my aunt’s cupboards, but that skinny woman probably only had crackers and club soda…

“Who’s hungry?” a familiar voice said, interrupting my thoughts. I looked up. My aunt’s long-time friend, George, was fumbling his way through the door, carrying a pink box of donuts. I bolted from the couch like I was going to tackle him. I hugged him “hello,” snatching the box from his hands.

“Is this Lu Lu’s bakery?”

“Of course. “When I heard you were starting today, I said, ‘I’m going to bring Marcie’s favorite.’”

I kissed George’s cheek. “Thank you, George! I was just about to wipe lint off a cough drop and make do.”

He didn’t say anything. His steel gray eyes focused solely on my dress. I pulled my skirt down a little, setting the box on the nearby coffee table. The smell of chocolate mixed with sweet glaze mixed with totally fried-goodness. Perfect. Salivating a little, I looked up.

They were both staring at me now.

“Yes,” my aunt said to George as she blew out a candle and cleaned up her Ouija Board, “that is the dress I wore once, five years ago, and threw away. I told Marcie to dress differently, and apparently that meant pick something from the trash…”

Flakes of glaze fell off my donut when I bit into it, falling all over my dress, and George handed me a napkin. Every Barbie needed her Ken, and George was my Aunt Mabel’s, if Ken was a graying distinguished gay guy in his 60s, carrying about 30 pounds more than he should be. They’ve been best friends since my aunt married his brother, Chris, about 35 years ago. Her second husband. She claimed George was the one good thing to come from that evil marriage.  

Watching me spill all over myself, my aunt grabbed the large digital camera from off the smaller of the two desks. “I should make you my next makeover project.”

George sucked in a gasp. “Yes you should. Great idea.”

“What does that mean?” I asked.

“I was just telling you about it when George came in, remember?” she said, like I had been listening. “I help people rebrand themselves. I partner with local businesses to help my clients with hair, makeup, fitness, goal setting, personal shopping, you name it. It’s not just finding a match that people come in here for. When people lose a relationship, it can be a whole self-esteem thing.”

George shot me a knowing smile. “Yep,” he said, sitting down on my aunt’s bright pink couch. “You know what that’s like. Divorce’ll make you crazy… or uh… a little unstable.” 

She snapped a picture of me while I was chewing. “We’ll go shopping after work. Meanwhile, just hide behind the desk today. Answer phones, hand out questionnaires, take credit cards, and read up on the business. But whatever you do, don’t talk to clients too much and don’t let them see that dress.”

Don’t talk too much. Don’t let anyone actually see you. Quasimodo got more respect, and he had a hunchback. 

“And did you park in my driveway?”

“Yes,” I said, knowing what was coming next. 

“Go move it. You’ll have to find a new parking spot from now on.”

“But you know I can’t parallel park!”

“You’re a big girl. Learn. And make sure you park at least a block away. I can’t have my high-end clients seeing you drive away in a wrecked-up, dirty car.”

I got up and limp-stomped my way dramatically across the room like I had a hunchback, which was a surprisingly comfortable way to walk in a tight dress.

Unbelievable. The woman with the huge red lips above her garage was worried my minivan might give off the wrong vibe. Okay, so it had a few dents and I never washed it…

“And wear this,” she added, handing me the cardigan from off her desk chair. “In case my neighbors see you. They already think I’m runnin’ a brothel, if you can believe it.”

Even though I knew I shouldn’t tell her about the “hussy comment,” I did, and she laughed.

“Oh that’s just Earl,” she said. “He’s one of those men in life who’ll quote scripture to a hooker with a 20-dollar-bill in his hand.”

I had no idea what that meant but I was pretty sure I was the one being offered the 20 in that scenario. I wrapped myself in the cardigan and searched my purse for my keys.

George pulled the blinds up on the main window. “Look, Mabel, I know you hate it when I bring up my evil brother, but I had to talk to him about Mr. Rules and Regulations over there.”

“You mean you talked to Chris about Earl? What’d he say?” my aunt asked, letting out a heavy sigh. She tossed her hardly eaten donut into the nearby trash, dabbing her mouth with a napkin. I could tell she hated this conversation. But I didn’t mind at all. In fact, I slowed my hunchback limp-walk down so I could hear the whole thing before I left.

“What’s he talking about,” I asked.

My aunt sat down at her desk and opened her laptop. “Nothing. We need to get back to work.”

George turned to me. “Earl is giving your aunt a hard time, snooping into zoning laws and such…”

I knew it. My aunt never thought anything through well enough. At least she had George, or Chris, rather, to help her out of whatever mess she’d gotten herself in. Chris was a lawyer.

George continued. “And I’m afraid I was right. You’re gonna have to take down the sign and limit your clients to two or three a day, max.”

My aunt’s fingers mindlessly reached for her necklaces. “Two or three max? That is really gonna hurt my business.”

“And stop calling it a business,” George interrupted. “This is a club. You are not zoned for a business. Keep things quiet.”

“So there’s nothing I can do about my crazy neighbor harassing me and my clients?”

“You mean the friends in your club? They’re not clients.”

My aunt let out another sigh, her fingers wrapped so tightly around her dangly necklace, the tip of her pinkie was starting to turn purple. “Oh, that Earl. He makes me so mad. He’s only doing this because of Judith, and everybody knows it.”

“I know,” George said. “But that’s not going to matter to the zoning board.”

A smile formed across her face as she chuckled to herself like a second-grader with a secret. “Still, I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”

“Do what?” I asked. 

“The real reason Earl’s so upset is because I set his gorgeous ex-wife, Judith, up with an amazing hottie. You’ll meet them soon. They’re on their way over.” 

“Gorgeous ex-wife? Why would anyone marry your hotheaded neighbor in the first place?” I asked. “Gold digger?”

George shrugged. “Who knows,” he replied. “But she wasn’t a very good gold-digger if she was one. Rumor has it, she didn’t get a thing from the divorce, not even from the business. Some sort of embezzlement scandal or something. Sometimes, life just keeps throwing you lemons, and all you can do is suck them up.”




















CHAPTER THREE










I COULD HEAR the fight halfway down the block when I finally got back from parking my car three blocks away and around the corner. Loud thumps and smashing glass came from the converted garage, and I tried peeking through the window to see what was going on.

“Hussy! Did you think I wouldn’t find out? I’m taking you down! I’m taking you all down!”

Even though I couldn’t see much, I had a pretty good idea who was yelling. There was only one person in my life right now who used the term “hussy.” 

The door was ajar, and I looked inside. I was right. Earl was standing over pieces of broken lamp scattered across the rug by his feet. There were two other people I didn’t recognize, a very attractive brunette in her 40s wearing expensive jeans and a nice sweater, and a muscular blonde man. I guessed they were Judith and her hottie. 

“Hussy!” Earl yelled again as he swung a baseball bat wildly around.

Even with her hair fluffed and her heels on, my aunt barely reached 5’ 3. She was no match for the lanky man with the baseball bat. Still, she reached for it. He pulled it through her grasp. “Earl, they’re happy! Get over it and get out!” She yelled.

Earl’s eyes bugged out larger. “Hussy! Leave me alone. This is between me and my wife!” In one swift motion, he sent the bat whooshing through the air, smacking the wall and the hottie’s hand in the process. 

My aunt picked up her phone. “Ex-wife, Earl. She’s your ex. I’m calling the police. This is outrageous! That’s assault! Are you okay, Dirk?”

Earl raised the bat over my aunt’s head just as George flew across the room to try to stop him. The bat came down full force onto her desk, taking off a chunk of teak veneer. “I want to talk to my wife!”

Judith screamed when the bat hit the desk, and Dirk wrestled the weapon from Earl’s hand. He went to strike the old man, but Judith jumped in front of him. She took the bat from her hottie and handed it back to her ex. “All right. Let’s just all calm down. Let me talk to him.”

Grabbing Earl by the hand, they headed my way. Quickly, I ducked around the corner, snagging my dress on a Bougainvillea thorn as I practically dove into the bushes. They were talking in whispers, but I could still make out a little bit of what was being said.

 Earl gestured wildly with a small piece of paper, pointing to spots on it, shoving it in Judith’s face. Judith’s eyes scanned the paper. “Okay, I see the signature, but I’m not sure I get it,” she said. “What about the account they found… in your name? Can you explain that?”

He waved his arms, his veins bulging again. 

Judith touched Earl’s cheek, and he seemed to calm down. The color in his pale face returned. Stuffing the paper in his pocket, he left and Judith went back inside. 

What was that all about?

Now that the danger was gone, I came inside. I am not known for my bravery, and I almost see no shame in admitting it. If the going gets tough, I’ll be hiding in the Bougainvillea; thank you very much.

I felt sorry for Judith, despite her good looks and designer stuff, a rare feeling for me. And I introduced myself as soon as I came in the door.

Tears welled in Judith’s eyes, just enough to ruin the mascara that coated her false eyelashes. She eased herself onto the couch. “I don’t know what I was thinking, coming here. I’m sorry.” She looked at my aunt’s desk and the missing veneer. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

My aunt sat down beside her. “It’s not your fault.” She took one of the woman’s shaking hands. “Earl is the only one who controls Earl. Are you okay? What did he want to talk to you about?”

“Oh, just the same old. He still loves me and misses me,” she said. “He didn’t take our divorce well, and oddly, he’s been trying to convince me he had nothing to do with the embezzlement, as if that’ll help. I was already leaving him long before that came out. Anyway, this time, he even brought proof, or so he said. He’s a sad, troubled man.”

Dirk sat on the other side of Judith, wrapping a thick, muscular arm around her shoulders. “I think we’d better go.”

“Thanks for all your help,” Judith said, getting up to leave. “I’m sorry about the lamp and the desk.”

After they left, I helped my aunt pick up the pieces while George tried to glue veneer back onto her desk with some super glue.

“You should call the police,” I said. “That man is insane.”

“I know,” she replied. “Love will make you do crazy things in life, money too. But something tells me the craziest thing I could do right now is lose my head and call the police. I don’t need them snooping around my business until I get everything up to code.”

“Business? You mean clubhouse,” George called out, correcting her. He held the edge of the veneer in place on her desk while the glue dried.

A jagged piece of lamp cut my finger as I tossed it into the wastebasket. I watched a red line streak across my pinkie. “So you’re just going to let your crazy neighbor continue to drop in whenever he wants with a baseball bat and scare your clients away… I mean the members of your club away?” I asked, sucking the blood off my cut.

My aunt looked down at her rug as she searched for more lamp pieces. “Oh no. That man just messed with the wrong woman. He has no idea what connections I have, the people I know. Don’t you worry about Earl. I’ll handle him.”




















CHAPTER FOUR










WE CLOSED UP shop early, and I was ready to head home for some “me time,” which meant I was ready to cry into a pillow while I looked through a box of old photos. But tonight was going to be special because it was Mark’s weekend with the kids. So that meant I was going to add wine and reruns of Golden Girls into the mix. Somehow, though, I got talked into heading to the mall with Barbie and Ken to be their next makeover.

I should’ve known shopping with my aunt and George was going to be more work than it was worth. George handed me a two-foot stack of jeans in every color and style, and I trudged over to the dressing room like a teenager asked to unload the dishwasher.

“You can’t just take two pairs in the dressing room and think you’re gonna know what looks good. Isn’t that right, Mabel,” he said. “Uh… Mabel?”

My aunt sat on an eggplant colored lounge chair just outside the dressing room. Her long blonde ponytail had fallen along the sides of her face as she buried herself in her cell phone.

George hardly noticed. He scanned the store for more clothes to hand me. “We should’ve done this ages ago. And once we figure out what size and style you look good in, we’ll move onto shirts and nice work outfits. Isn’t this fun?” George said, hurrying off through the sea of organized sales racks and mannequins. 

In my tiny dressing-room stall, I picked up a pair of stiff dark blue jeans from off the pile, finally catching a glimpse of myself in the trifold mirror. No wonder my aunt’s face had fallen earlier. I looked hideous. I knew I’d gained a little weight since my mom’s death and my divorce, but seeing it under fluorescent lights in full-length glory was a little hard to stomach. And this dress showed every ounce of it. Lumps, bumps, and rolls I never knew existed. I pulled the dress over my belly, trying to figure out how to get it off without hurting myself. My dimpled thick legs smiled back at me in the full-length mirror. What in the world was I doing? I plopped down half naked on the little velvet stool in the corner with my dress still hiked along my midsection. Closing my eyes, I leaned against the mirror, not even caring that they probably never cleaned anything in this place.  

A tear rolled down my cheek, and I found myself rummaging through my purse, finally finding a tissue and my cell phone. There had to be a message I’d missed from the girls telling me how awful their dad’s girlfriend was… or ugly or mean. (I’d have taken any of those.) There had to be a message saying they needed me to drop everything and come get them right away. But there was nothing. 

“How’s it going?” I texted to Lilly.

George texted back. “Great! Finding lots of good stuff!”

Wonderful. I couldn’t even text right.

I stared at the jeans I was still holding. I could already tell they were going to be awful. And I still had a too-tight dress I needed to somehow peel out of. I stood up again. Realizing there was no way out of this, I yanked the dress up over my back flab, hoisting and inching it over my shoulders. It scraped along my shoulder blade, but I almost had it… Riiiiiippppp!

I suddenly realized I wasn’t alone in the dressing room. There was a knock on the door. “Ma’am, are you okay?”

Great. A salesgirl. 

“It’s okay… I’m okay. The…uh… ripping sound was my own clothes, so…” I laughed, trying not to sound like I needed medical attention. “So, yeah, no worries. Totally fine. Thanks…” I held the door closed with my knee because there wasn’t a lock and my arms were still stuck in an upright position, poking out from the top of the dress that was hiked over my head. I grunted and sighed, and the salesgirl barged in. 

“Oh. My. God,” she said, slowly like she’d never seen humiliation before. “Do you need help?” She didn’t wait for me to answer. She propped her foot on the little velvet stool and began tugging at the dress. It ripped a little more, but didn’t really budge. This seemed to make her more determined than ever. Grabbing the bottom of the dress with both hands, she yanked it off my head, stumbling out of the dressing stall when she finally got it. She handed it to me. It was ripped most the way up the seam. 

“If I had a dime for every time this happened,” I said through warm cheeks that still stung from having tight fabric yanked across them. I covered my old beige bra and granny panties with what was left of the dress. “Thanks,” I said, slamming the door shut. “Guess I gotta find something now.”

But thankfully, George was on the job. He handed me jeans, pencil skirts, blouses in all shapes, colors, and sizes. But nothing was working until he handed me a flouncy top and a pair of dark-washed skinny jeans that looked three-sizes too small and tight. I decided to try to squeeze my toe into them, anyway. And to my surprise, my whole leg fit… and the other one too. Thank God for whatever stretch fabric these things were made from, and for loose blouses that hid muffin tops. I looked in the mirror and spun around. I actually, for once in my life, looked like the “cool mom.” Okay, so I was actually nowhere near cool-mom status, unless cool moms had frizzy hair and bags under their eyes… 

But I smiled to myself because I finally had a pair of pants I looked good in. A pair I was definitely going to wear when I picked up the kids Sunday night. I thought about borrowing Lilly’s iron and straightening my hair too. Eat your heart out, Jessica Fitz. 

I decided to buy that same outfit in every color. Then I looked at the price tag. $75! For just the pants. Are they crazy? “Never fall in love with pants before you check the price tag,” I told myself. Maybe the moral here is just never fall in love, with anything, ever. 

“And, honey, don’t you worry about that price tag,” George called from behind the door, making me wonder how long I’d been muttering to myself about price. “That’s just sticker shock. They’re always on sale, and we’ll sport you the money until you get caught up.”

Get caught up? I was so far behind I wasn’t even sure what that meant.

I stepped out of the dressing room. George looked at me like a proud dad. “I should’ve done this a million years ago,” he said again, this time with tears.

Strangely, my aunt was nowhere to be found for my proud moment.

“Where’s Aunt Mabel?”

“I don’t know what’s gotten into that woman. She’s been acting weird and texting people all night,” George said, pointing toward the lobby. I poked my head out. She was sitting on a lounge chair, face in her phone. She looked up long enough to smile.

By the time we were done, I had a couple new pairs of skinny jeans, a nice pair of dress slacks, a pencil skirt, a couple cardigans, and some tops. Three hours and $300 later. 

“Who’s hungry?” George asked, like this was just stop number one on his to-do list tonight. 

My aunt looked at her phone, again, for the 400th time. “I’m… I’m sorry, y’all. I’m gonna turn in early.”

“Everyone mark your calendars!” George said, laughing. “Mabel Pierce going home before 9:00 on a Friday night? That’s a first.”

“You okay?” I asked my aunt.

She bit her lip. “Yeah, just great.” 

She only bit her lip when she was lying.




---




The next day, I woke up to a feeling I’d never had before. I actually looked forward to getting dressed. I didn’t even mind waking up early on a Saturday morning. 

“This must be how the other half lives,” I said to myself, as I closed my eyes and leaned into the spray of hot water from my shower. “The half without children.” 

I got dressed in one of my new outfits and even put on makeup before I headed into Kensington and parked at the same neighbor’s house a few blocks away that I had the day before. 

I knew something was wrong as soon as I got to my aunt’s street. Police cars with flashing lights and yellow “crime scene” tape surrounded Earl’s house. 

A chubby blonde woman with stretchy shorts and flip flops stood on the sidewalk, dramatically shaking her head from side to side in front of a news camera. She pointed over to Earl’s. “I just can’t believe it. He was such a good, good man. Always kept his lawn green. I still can’t believe it.”

“What is going on here?” I said as I passed the commotion, secretly thanking my lucky stars I looked half-decent for possible TV coverage.

The blonde woman stopped talking to the cameras as soon as she saw me, practically dancing over to talk to someone new, someone who didn’t know yet. I could already tell, whoever she was, she was probably the neighborhood gossip. “Let me guess. You’re Mabel’s niece, huh? You work at her matchmaking club, huh?” she asked.

“How in the world do you know that?” 

She shrugged. “I ask around. I notice stuff. I’m Tracey. I live down the street, pale yellow house. Anyway, as you can probably guess, somebody murdered poor Earl last night,” she said, a little too happily. “Can you believe it? His friend found him this morning.”

“What?” I said. “I don’t believe it. And not just the part about Earl having a friend.”

Her mouth curled as she pulled me down the street a ways. “Yep. I heard it was awful. Killed with one of his own specialty weapons. They think it was someone he knew, like a friend or a… neighbor.” She looked around.

“Why do they think that?” I asked.

 “I guess nothing was taken, so not a robbery. And it looked like Earl let the person in. Seriously, I just don’t know who would want to kill the man,” she said, with a straight face, making me wonder if she really was serious or just saying stuff because she was in front of the news and the cops.

“Yeah,” I said, quick to agree in the loudest voice possible, even though I could think of about five people off the top of my head who’d want to kill Earl (myself included), and I had only just met the guy yesterday.

Tracey leaned into me, like she was going to tell me a secret. “Of course, everyone knows Mabel and Earl didn’t get along. And we all heard the fight they got into yesterday afternoon, right before he was murdered. I’m sure I’m not the only one who mentioned it to the news.”

“You mentioned it to the news?” I said, looking over at my aunt’s. “Exactly what are you implying here?”

“Nothing.” She shrugged. “But if I were, I wouldn’t be the only one implying it. The whole neighborhood is talking. Rumor has it, your aunt has mafia connections, and she did not get along with Earl.”

“Whatever. We have nothing to hide.” I said as confidently as I could as I headed into the converted garage. My aunt’s reply yesterday when I told her to call the police on Earl still echoed through my head, though, and I couldn’t shake it. 

I’ll handle Earl.

Great. I wondered if I was going to have to tell the police that one. 




















CHAPTER FIVE










THE SIGN ON the converted garage said “closed,” so I walked along the stone walkway, past the water fountain, and over to the front door. I glanced over at Earl’s, and shivered. The police were busy taking pictures and dusting for fingerprints.

I knocked on the front door, and it took George way too long to let me in. My aunt was sitting on the sofa, clutching a tissue, and dabbing at her nose. Her mascara was gone and her eyes were swollen and pink. It was strange to see her looking so weak and haggard. I’m used to seeing about 3 inches of makeup.

“I take it you heard about Earl,” I said, even though I wasn’t exactly sure why she was so apparently sad about it. 

Aunt Mabel blew her red nose into a tissue. “You know they’re gonna think I did it.” 

“Well, did you?” I asked then thought better about asking. “Wait. Don’t answer that.”

“That’s not funny,” my aunt said, like I’d been joking.

I was pretty sure I was already going to have to divulge some stuff to the police that I didn’t want to admit, like the “I’ll handle Earl” quote or the fact my aunt was acting weird last night. 

“And doesn’t your aunt have mob connections?” they’ll ask.

“Oh yes,” I’ll answer. “But those are actually just friends of her second ex-husband’s. He’s an alleged mafia lawyer. She only sees them at certain parties now. It’s her fourth husband who you’ll probably want to look closely at. Did I mention, his family still thinks his death was suspicious…” 

Yep, that woman was going down. 

I tried to remain optimistic. I sat down next to her, and grabbed her hand. “They’re not going to think you did it. From what I’ve heard, Earl was a jerk and probably half the world wanted him dead.”

  There was a knock on the door.

“Don’t worry,” George said, walking over to answer it. “Whoever it is, I’ll tell them we’re closed.”

He peeked through the peephole and gasped. Then, after sucking in an enormous breath and allowing his shoulders to soften, he opened the door. Two police officers stood on the other side, flashing badges as if their dark blue uniforms and holsters weren’t proof enough of who they were.

“We’re looking for a Mabel Pierce.”

Aunt Mabel stood up and went to the door. “Yes.”

“We’d like to ask you a few questions about the death of your neighbor, Earl Higgins. Some of your neighbors heard a scuffle coming from your house yesterday afternoon…”

“I’ll say there was a scuffle,” George said. “But it was Earl. He came over swinging a baseball bat like a crazy man, breaking a lamp and a desk…”

The taller of the police officers interrupted him. “If you don’t mind, we’d like to get an official statement from you, Ms. Pierce, down at the station.”

“Am I a suspect?”

The officer smiled reassuringly while the other one scowled suspiciously, and I instantly recognized their procedure. It was the good-cop-bad-cop thing. I thought they only did that in the movies. 

“We don’t have a list of suspects yet, ma’am. We’re just trying to find out what happened.”

“Yeah right,” George said. “Sorry, but we know our rights around here. She’s not going anywhere and she’s not talking to anyone without a lawyer present.”

The bad cop’s eyebrows raised. “Only guilty people ask for lawyers.”

“Or smart ones,” George said, still holding the door. “Are we free to go?”

“Just a couple questions,” the good cop said. “Where were you last night? A busy socialite like you probably has a million things to do on a Friday night, along with a million witnesses who saw you doing it.”

“What?” my aunt said, holding the tissue up to her eyes. “I… I was out shopping and then I was here, and… I’m not answering these things…”

George cut her off. “That’s right, because she’s not answering any questions unless she has a lawyer present. Is anyone here being detained?” 

“No.”

“Then we’re free to go. Good-bye, gentlemen.” George closed the door so hard the picture of Aunt Mabel’s dead husband almost fell off the wall. 

The shorter cop yelled as it was closing, “I suggest you get a lawyer soon. We’ll be back.”

George locked the door and plopped himself on the sofa. “Is it late enough to start drinking? Because I need a vodka and cranberry.”

“Wow, George,” I said. “I’m impressed. If I ever get into trouble, I hope you’re around.”

 George laughed. “If there’s one thing I learned from having a brother who’s an evil lawyer, always, always invoke your right to shut up.” 

“It doesn’t matter, anyway,” my aunt said from behind her tissue. “I’m ruined. Who’s gonna trust my business, or me, anymore? And just when I’d finally found something in life I was good at, something I could make money at, something I liked…”

I completely understood, with as many different jobs as I’d had in my lifetime, the form-letter rejections for everything I wrote, the bad career example I’d been setting for my kids. I’d only had this job for one day, and I needed money. Darn her. Why’d she have to go and kill somebody?

I instantly felt bad about thinking that.

But my aunt was right. The police likely already thought of her as a prime suspect, so the real murderer wouldn’t be discovered for a long, long time. Long enough for reputations to be trashed, clubs to go out of business, and jobs to be lost… And that’s the optimistic side where she didn’t go to jail.

I racked my brain for a way to help her. Maybe there was a way to find who the real killer was first and fast…

“I could ask my brother for help,” George said.

“No!” My aunt shot back. “I’d rather rot in prison, thanks.” She grabbed a couple more tissues and wiped her eyes.

“Don’t worry. We’ll figure this out,” I said, putting my arm around her, deciding then and there that I was going to talk to her neighbor to see what all the woman knew. I’d taken an investigative journalism class when I went back to get my degree five years ago, so I knew. Sometimes, figuring things out is all in asking the right questions.

But before I did, I was going to need some answers to the pinkest of elephants sitting in this room right now.

“Anyone hungry?” I said as I casually made my way to Aunt Mabel’s kitchen to pry her with pretzels and diet soda. “So… just out of curiosity, did you go anywhere last night after we went shopping? You didn’t see Earl, did you? And what did you mean yesterday when you said you’d handle the Earl problem?”

I could see my aunt’s reflection in the toaster, even though she didn’t know it. She walked over to the door and peeked out the peephole before she answered. “I’ll take a soda and some saltines, thank you. And I don’t know what you’re getting at, but I don’t like it. After we went shopping last night, I was more tired than Rudolph at Christmas. I came right home, and went to sleep.”

I peeked my head back into the room. And just as my journalism instincts suspected, Rudolph the red-nosed liar was biting her lip.

I brought her the saltines and soda.

“Thanks, honey,” she said, tapping a pink finger-tipped nail against the top of the can before pulling the tab to open it.

“I wasn’t implying anything. I know you didn’t kill Earl. But you did say you were going to handle things with him. What did you mean yesterday when we were picking up lamp pieces and you said Earl just messed with the wrong woman and you’d handle him?”

George sucked in a huge dramatic gasp. Even though George is gay, he only sounds stereotypical “movie-gay” when he gets nervous. “Dear Lord, I remember that too! Mabel! You did say that! And now the man is dead. You need to start explaining.”

George rolled up the sleeves on his perfectly ironed white button-down shirt like he was channeling Perry Mason. But this suspect wasn’t biting, except maybe her lip. 

“I don’t remember saying anything like that!” Aunt Mabel said. “You’re both downright crazy!”




















CHAPTER SIX










WALKING OUT TO my car, I looked around at Kensington. A man in a large brimmed hat pruned his roses. A woman in an expensive suit hopped out of her Mercedes, face glued to a phone. My aunt and I were so different from these people. And I saw it in that one police officer’s eyes. He could tell that too, and that’s why he already thought he had the case solved. He’d already decided he’d spotted the one bad fruit in the bunch that didn’t belong. 

I decided to buy a digital recorder on my way home just to speed the case along. I had a feeling the police officer was going to be back sooner than we thought. So I needed to start interviewing people as soon as I could while they still remembered stuff.

The wind picked up and my flouncy blouse flapped and danced along with it. I wondered if Mark would see me on the news tonight. I was glad I had bothered to put makeup on, but I knew I should’ve straightened my hair. Next time, I decided, I’d straighten my hair. Like there would be a next time…

I looked up from my thoughts… a pale yellow house stood in front of me. 

Mentally, I was already kicking myself for not having a recorder on me already. I knocked at the door. Flip-flop lady opened it and I quickly began spewing out the lie I’d rehearsed before she had a chance to get too savvy on me.

“Hi,” I said. “I’m on my way out to my car, so I don’t have much time, but I just wanted to personally come by and let you know that I found the perfect guy for you. So cute. So sweet.” I let my voice squeal a little at the end, even though my deep voice rarely hits the right octives to make a cute squeal. I quit smoking more than 20 years ago, but my girlie squeal still sounds more like a scary witch’s squawk. Whatever. I tried.

“I’m not a client of your aunt’s” she said, scratching at her faded green t-shirt. “And what makes you think I’m even single?”

“Oh I’m sorry,” I said. “I thought you were a client. I’m new. My aunt said she had clients in the neighborhood, and you were so nice. I just assumed. No worries. I’m sure someone else will snag this guy. I might, even.”

“Come in and tell me all about him.”

“Like I said before, I don’t have much time, but okay. I can’t resist a little girl talk.”

We headed into her house, which was surprisingly clean. A pair of antique spectacles sat strategically on a doily off on a bookshelf, a large marble globe adorned the foyer. No dust, no cobwebs, I checked. 

I sat down in front of a glass table that looked like it had just been wiped. A couple orange candles were placed around a gorgeous glass pumpkin to let everyone know it was fall. 

And I instantly felt deceived. I like to think of myself as a good judge of character, and I thought Tracey was a lot like me with messy hair, flip flops, and stretchy pants. Turns out, she was a closet Martha Stewart the whole time. 

“So that was crazy today, huh?” I said, casually sipping the iced tea she gave me. “Did you have to spend all morning talking to the news and the police?”

She crossed her thick legs, pulling her stretchy shorts down over her thick white thighs, little black stubble marks dotted them like pepper on milk. “Yes, that was crazy,” she said. “I never even heard a gun shot last night, nothing. Nobody did. He was found this morning by the poor woman from church who brought him casseroles every week since he and Judith divorced.”

“That’s a lot of casseroles.”

Tracey didn’t seem to pay attention to any voice but her own. “Yeah, I heard she was so startled to find him dead, she dropped the whole dish right on his face. On his face. He was covered in baked ziti,” she shook her head like she couldn’t imagine anything worse. “It looked like a baked ziti facial, can you believe it? Smothered in it. Anyway, I hope I didn’t get Mabel into trouble today. I’m one of the few neighbors who actually likes her.”

“What do you mean you hope you didn’t get her into trouble?” I asked.

“I mean, I told the police everything. I think they had a right to know. I’m not saying your aunt killed Earl. She seems very nice for a gold-digger. But I did tell them about how she and Earl hated each other from the get-go. I also told them about her alleged ‘mafia friends,’ and, of course, the fight I heard yesterday afternoon at her house. That was very loud. We all heard it.”

I tried to be pleasant, even though Tracey was quickly becoming a hard person to be pleasant around. I set my tea down on the jack-o-lantern coaster she’d given me moments before, and forced a smile. “Yeah, I was there for that fight. It was crazy. Earl was very upset that my aunt set his ex-wife up with a hottie.”

“A hottie? Does every woman get one of those at the matchmaker club?” She giggled. “I want my ex to suffer…”

I nodded my head in agreement, but I didn’t want to change the subject. “So you told the police about Earl flipping out yesterday… anything else?”

Tracey looked down at her flip-flops. “Just that Earl was trying to put your aunt out of business. He’d been talking about nothing else for the last couple of weeks. He called it ‘the neighborhood brothel.’ I’m sorry. I know the police came over to Mabel’s house after I showed them exactly where she lived, but I thought they should know.”

“Oh, don’t worry about it. They asked her a few questions. They said she wasn’t a suspect.”

Tracey looked relieved. “Yeah, I didn’t think your aunt could kill someone. If you want to know the truth, I think that ex-wife of Earl’s might’ve had something to do with it, speaking of gold-diggers.”

Speaking of gold diggers? I pushed my lips together, hoping somehow my anger was coming across like a relaxed smile. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, Judith and Earl were married for seven years. Come on. She’s a lot younger than the man, let’s be honest. Beautiful too. Beautiful women don’t marry old men without a billion reasons, if you know what I mean. I think she was hoping to get lucky like your aunt did, and have the old guy keel over while they were married, leave her with everything…”

“Oh-kay. So instead she divorced him, got nothing, and then killed him? That doesn’t add up.”

“Just a feeling I get. She had to be pretty angry. I’d be angry too if I spent seven years with an old fart like Earl and didn’t get a dime out of the divorce. Can you imagine? I spent 20 years with my husband… and if I had nothing to show for it, I’d be ready to kill.”

I thought about my own divorce. “What’d you get?” I asked.

She laughed. “Same as everyone. The house and a nice settlement. I mean, it wasn’t much, but it was enough for me to quit my teaching job and start my own company. Yep, I took that money and invested in myself…”

I thought about the money I inherited after my mom died and how I had invested it in Rocky Road and bigger sweatpants. 

“And now…” she leaned back into the cushions of her couch. “I’m retired.”

Somehow I stopped myself from strangling her.

She jumped up from the couch. “Wanna see them?”

I looked around. “Them?”

“Product lines from the lingerie company I sold.” She raised her bushy eyebrows at me. “Come on. You know you want to.” She didn’t give me a chance to say that “no, actually, I was good.” She darted down the hall, and I was left, sipping iced tea and wondering what on earth was going to come out of that back room. I hoped to high-tea it wasn’t going to be a fashion show.

I got up and walked toward the hall, trying to change the subject back to the investigation. “I just remembered something,” I yelled to the woman in the back room. “The day before Earl died, Judith mentioned an embezzlement. You seem to know everything that happens in this neighborhood. Do you know anything about an embezzlement?”

Tracey didn’t answer. I looked around her living room while I waited. Abstract orange and yellow paintings hung on the walls next to a couple awards, one for Teacher of the Year, and the other for being one of California’s Women of Influence in Business.

This woman wasn’t much older than me. We were both married for 20 years, yet she’d done so much more with her life. It suddenly felt like the walls were closing in and the air was thick and hot. I’d been having what were probably hot flashes lately. Great. I seriously considered tearing one of the awards off the wall so I could fan myself with it.

“Ta-da,” she said as she bounded in from the hall, her arms loaded with silky garments on hangers. 

I breathed a sigh of relief that she was still in a stained t-shirt and shorts. 

“Aren’t they gorgeous? You’d never know they’re intended for… you know, bigger girls like us who want a little bit of tummy control without looking like we’re wearing a support garment or something.”

I tried not to look interested. 

And I wasn’t even sure who this “us” was that she was referring to. I was maybe 20 pounds overweight, 15 if I let a foot dangle off the scale a little.

She put her hand on my arm as she continued. “You know how awkward it is when you meet a guy and you want to look cute, and then he sees your big ole Spanx come off in the heat of the moment?”

I shook my head, “no.” I actually had no idea what that was like. I hadn’t been with anyone but my ex-husband for the last 20-some-odd years, and I certainly wasn’t comfortable talking about this subject with... anyone, much less my aunt’s nosey neighbor. Fanning my hot flash furiously with my hand, I sat back down on the couch.

“I know,” she said, noticing my fanning. “They’re pretty hot, right? Go ahead.” She handed me a short black nightie. “You can try it on if you want.” 

“Thanks.” I took the nightie, but I didn’t move from my seat. 

“Oh speaking about starting a business,” she said like she’d just thought of something important. “Earl started a company while he was married to Judith too. A very profitable prepper company called Survivalist Supplies. Bad business move. If you’re gonna start a company, wait until your divorce is final. That way you don’t have to split…”

“I’m sorry.” I interrupted, still fanning. “Did you just say prepper?”

“You know, people who think the end of the world is coming. Earl was one of them, and I guess for him, the end of the world was coming.” She chuckled to herself so hard she wiped her puffy eyes with the seam of a nightie. “And that’s the most surprising part of his death, don’t you think? Apparently, he was shot while cleaning his guns. How did someone sneak up on a prepper while he cleaned his guns? Preppers are trained to suspect a zombie apocalypse at any moment. How did he not sense it?”

“Yeah, that’s weird,” I said, mentally taking notes because it would be rude to ask for a pen and paper at this point.

She continued. “Yeah, I’m sure Judith thought she’d get part of the company when they divorced. And she would have too, but it came out in the divorce proceedings that someone embezzled everything… stole from investors, the whole shi-bang. There was nothing left. She got nothing, and Earl was in a heap of trouble over it. Made him extra cranky and paranoid. Poor Earl. He always said he didn’t do it.”

Poor Earl. So the guy who called women hussies, swung baseball bats around, and probably embezzled money was the poor unfortunate soul in this woman’s universe? 

I thanked Tracey for the tea and the gossip, handed her back the nightie (even though I really wanted to try it on) and told her to come by on Monday if she wanted to create a profile and see the hottie I had lined up for her.

Then I went to RadioShack to buy a recorder.




















CHAPTER SEVEN










AFTER KICKING MYSELF that I had to spend 20 bucks on a recorder when I knew I had one from college in a junk drawer somewhere, I headed over to my sister’s. She spun me around at the door, squealing. Real high-pitch squeals too because she was never a smoker, and she was genuinely surprised by my look, which made me wonder just how close I actually had been to Quasimodo-status before I went shopping for cool-mom jeans.

“I’m borrowing those pants,” she said over and over again, like she’s not five inches shorter than I am. “And the top. It’s cute and flouncy. No stains!”

“Yet,” I reminded her. 

I told her all about working at Aunt Mabel’s, and Earl, and Earl dying, and Aunt Mabel being all suspicious about it…

It had only been a couple of days since we last talked, but it felt like forever.

Ben and Bryce, Megan’s twins, were running around the living room, throwing stuffed animals at each other, but because they were three, they were missing a lot. Elephants, bears, and puppies covered her floor and couches. It was the messiest I’d ever seen Megan’s home since we were kids living together, which made me smile secretly to myself. “It won’t be long before you become a frazzled mom just like me.” I said under my breath like a crazy lady.

 Megan caught the stuffed penguin heading for her head like she’d been doing it all day. “So wait. What? Is Aunt Mabel a suspect? Is she in trouble?”

“She didn’t kill anyone,” I said. “Or at least, I’m pretty sure she didn’t. According to my new best friend, otherwise known as the horrible woman down the street, Earl’s ex-wife killed him, which frankly, doesn’t add up, and I’m not sure about. But I bought this to find out…” I opened my large brown sack-of-a purse and rummaged around just long enough for the moment to lose its climatic effect. 

“Ta-da,” I said, finally finding and pulling out the recorder I had just bought. “I’m Nancy Drew. I’m going to save the day.”

Her face dropped. “You’re kidding, right?”

“What?”

“Remember in high school when you started dating that weird guy with the face tattoo that mom called the ax-murderer?”

I rolled my eyes. “We went to one movie…”

“I’m more worried for you now. Don’t go poking your nose into a murder investigation. That only works out for little old ladies on TV. You’re not Angela Lansbury. You have kids who need you alive…. And you know what it’s like to lose a mom. It’s hard at any age. Let the cops handle it.”

I put the recorder back in my purse as a stuffed elephant smacked me across the face. It hurt more than I thought it would. “You’re being crazy. I won’t let things get dangerous. I’m just going to poke around a little bit, see if I can help Aunt Mabel before her reputation, and her business, are ruined by this.”

“So, I take it, you like your new job?”

“I’ve only been working there for two days now, but yeah.”

I curtsied, did a little spin, then sat back down on the couch. “Aunt Mabel’s a good fashion influence on me if nothing else. Who knew? I’m going to do something with my hair tomorrow before I pick up the kids at Mark’s. I don’t know what yet, maybe straighten it or dye it. Maybe both.”

Megan leaned over, scrunching her fingers into the mess I called curls. “I think I know the perfect color. Come over tomorrow afternoon, and I’ll fix you up.” More squeals. I could tell, she’d been wanting to do that for a while.

The boys started yanking the cushions and pillows off the other couch and propped them together to make a lopsided fort.

“Boys, please,” Megan said. “What do you say we clean up the stuffed animals and balls first, huh? Okay?”

They ignored her, grabbing nerf guns from the cabinet and shooting each other from various spots of their half-made fort. 

Megan’s lip quivered. “Remember, we clean up first boys, right? Wouldn’t that be fun? That’s what we agreed on, remember?”

She looked to me, eyebrows raised. I knew she wanted me to help, but I just shrugged. I could easily have taken over for her, but Megan has given me way too many “my kids will never do that” looks when my kids were little for me to want to step in now.

In other words, I threw a stuffed animal at her and left.




















CHAPTER EIGHT










MY GROWING LIST of suspects was the only thing running through my mind as I headed home from Megan’s. The partner Earl swindled money from, the ex-wife he left with nothing, the hottie boyfriend who got his hand smacked with a baseball bat, my aunt…

I should be a cop. I’d only been on the case half a day, and I already had a pretty good list. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with my list, but I was pretty sure I knew where my old Nancy Drew books were out in the garage, so I figured I was golden.

I stopped at Ralph’s on my way home. I didn’t feel like cooking and something told me I should also buy a plant so I could pay the grieving ex-wife a visit tomorrow. It was only good manners to apologize for Earl’s angry outburst and offer my condolences.  

Another $20 down the drain for a few frozen dinners and an orchid. 

As soon as I woke up the next morning, I called my aunt to get Judith’s address. 

“I thought it would be a good idea for the San Diego Matchmaker Club to pay her a visit with a nice plant and offer our condolences about Earl,” I said, opening the plastic around the Little Debbie I was about to have for breakfast. 

My aunt squealed out her enthusiasm. “That’s a wonderful idea, Marcie! Keep this up, and you might earn a permanent spot on the payroll. I’ll call her and tell her you’re stopping by.”

I couldn’t believe I was going through the trouble of clearing this woman’s name when I was still only working for her “on a trial basis.” I bit into my Nutty Bar so hard crumbs flew onto the counter.

She easily gave me the address, and the go-ahead. “Just get something nice and not one of those half-dead, Gawd-awful plants from a grocery store or something.”

I agreed as I scribbled down Judith’s phone number and address on the receipt for my Gawd-awful orchid. Then I grabbed my plant and headed into Del Mar.

Del Mar is one of the nicer areas of San Diego. It’s a rich beach community, so the fact that Judith lives here made me wonder where the girl got her money. And why, if she already had money and prestige, did she marry Earl, the angry embezzling prepper? Was she the real embezzler here?

I looked down at my gas tank. It was near empty, and Del Mar was a good 20 miles away from my house. Sleuthing in San Diego was going to be expensive in my gas-guzzler. After throwing another $20 into my tank, I started to become resentful about Mark and his inability to pay child support. Sure, he was paying half the mortgage, but he was going to get that money back as soon as the house sold. If it weren’t for the little bit of money I got when my mom passed away, I don’t know where I’d be right now. 

Judith’s neighborhood was full of multimillion-dollar houses mostly made of glass. I glanced over at the half-dead orchid strapped into my passenger’s seat. Even if it toppled over and spilled everywhere, it would be just another stain on the upholstery that was my life. I couldn’t help but wonder how I’d gone so wrong. And how the people sitting in their gorgeous glass houses had gone so right. We both breathed the same air, as far as I could tell. How in the world did they get to the place of success while I sat in stained upholstery? 

The BMW behind me honked impatiently, and I realized I was going about 10 miles under the speed limit. I pulled my van over to the side and let him pass. And all of the sudden, I realized I was crying. 

I took a deep breath. I knew this was just the perimenopause the doctor was telling me about, but I needed to get myself together. So I tried to think of the positives in life. But I couldn’t. 

What in the world was I doing with my life? What in the world had I done? Dirt-poor and divorced. And now… going through menopause.

“Come on, Marcie, you can do this,” I said over and over, but the tears just kept coming. So I let myself have the moment. 

Oddly, as soon as I gave into the tears, I found the strength to move on from them. We weren’t hungry. We weren’t homeless. We lived in a beautiful city with love all around us… If I regretted any of that, it meant I didn’t value it. And I did.

I studied myself in the rear-view mirror, wiping and adding makeup until it looked like I hadn’t been crying nonstop for the last 44 years. Then I headed back onto the road so I could give this crappy flower to the gorgeous woman in her multimillion-dollar glass house. 

---




Judith’s house was just like I expected it’d be — the complete opposite of my own. The outside was clean, with shrubs and palm trees that looked sculpted like a professional gardener had trimmed them and not a woman with a pair of scissors and some old socks on her hands. The quaint little flower boxes along the edge of the porch actually had little flowers in them, not sticks and mud. I quickly rang the doorbell before I lost my nerve and ran back out to my car to cry again.

“Hi. You remember me, right?” I said, practically shoving the plant at her when she opened the door. “I’m Marcie, Mabel’s niece.”

“Of course,” she said. She looked at the orchid like she wanted to spray it with Lysol. “Your aunt told me you were coming. Come on in. Can I get you anything?”  

“No, I’m fine.” We both sat down on her sleek designer couch. “I just wanted to come by and tell you how sorry we were about the whole Earl incident Friday, and then for him to turn up dead yesterday… I’m very sorry.”

“Thank you,” she replied. She straightened out her already-perfect ponytail, playing with the tips of her hair like she actually had split ends or something.

 “I was pretty shocked when the police showed up yesterday with the news. I didn’t think I’d cry over Earl, but I did.”

I suddenly remembered about my recorder. I hadn’t turned it on yet! I was too busy comparing flowerbeds and feeling sorry for myself. What were the chances I’d be able to rummage through my purse and casually turn it on now? Zero to none — that purse was huge.

“I’m sorry to interrupt,” I said, casually standing up, my humungous purse in hand. “I hate to ask, but it was a long drive. Do you mind if I use your bathroom?”

“No, not at all,” she said, pointing down the hall. “Second door on your right.”

Her bathroom was beautifully decorated, dark blue walls with all the right soaps, seashells, and candles in all the right spots. I went to turn on the fan, but there wasn’t one. Just an extra-quiet, echo-filled, hear-every-last-bit bathroom. 

I threw my purse on the counter. The metal on the strap clunked against the marble countertop, echoing off the walls. I tried not to care how loud I was being in a stranger’s bathroom and began searching for my recorder. A handful of tissues. My keys. Another sticky soft cough drop. My hands shook. I knew I was taking too long.

I finally found it. And since I was at Judith’s on a snooping mission, I brought out my phone too, reminding myself that Judith and I were not friends and I didn’t need to care so much about what strangers thought of me. 

I opened a drawer. Nothing but q-tips and hand cream. I opened another – makeup and hair brushes. Very neat, too neat. She must have a maid just for junk drawers.

Tracey had said Earl was a prepper who hadn’t heard his intruder coming. That could easily have been because he was slipped some sort of sleeping pill. I decided I should check for those in the medicine cabinet. 

I opened the cabinet by the sink. Creeeak! 

“What kind of a bathroom doesn’t have a fan?” I muttered to myself, as I stood staring at an assortment of ointments and pills that I actually had no idea what they were. The names of these drugs were all gobbledygook to me. But I could take pictures of them to Google later. 

I pushed the camera app on my phone and snapped a photo.

Cliiiiiiccccckkk-a!!!

My sister was right. I was probably going to get myself killed, snooping around murderers in loud bathrooms without the common sense to turn the volume down on my phone.

By the time I made it out of the bathroom with my recorder turned on and strategically placed in my humungous purse, Dirk was sitting on the couch with Judith. They were making love-sick eyes at each other again. Vomit rose in my throat.

“Thanks for stopping by… and for the plant,” Dirk said, standing up. He went to shake my hand.

I got the feeling he was trying to end my visit early, but I didn’t just spend $20 in gas, $20 on a recorder, and $20 on a plant to take pictures of a medicine cabinet in Del Mar. Did he think I was made of money? I sat down and got cozy.

“So, Judith, you were telling me about how upset you were yesterday when you found out about Earl…” 

“Yeah. I was pretty shook up. You probably heard we had a messy divorce. But I guess I still have feelings for the man.”

I leaned in. “He obviously had feelings for you too. That was crazy when he came over Friday with a baseball bat. He must’ve really been upset about the divorce.”

Dirk stepped in, even though no one was talking to him. Men think everything revolves around them, especially the hot ones.

“It doesn’t matter now,” he said, puffing out his chest for no reason. “It’s all water under the bridge. We’re happy.”

I didn’t even look at him when he talked, and his face fell. I bet he wasn’t used to that. “How did you two meet, you and Earl, that is?” I said, making sure the hottie knew I wasn’t talking about him. “I mean, no offense to Earl but I would never have put you two together if I were matchmaking.”

Judith laughed and I finally saw wrinkles around her eyes. It was good to know she was human like the rest of us. Dirk flexed his muscles as he walked into a back room, ready to disappear now that no one was paying attention to his manliness anymore.

Judith didn’t seem to notice. “We met at a survivalist convention. My father was Tank Bowman, the famous prepper… Maybe you’ve heard of him. He was that guy who spent five years holed up in a bunker around Y2K. He also had a reality show a long time ago.”

“No way! I have heard of him,” I said, practically hopping out of my seat. He had one of the first reality shows I ever watched, a nuclear war survival one that aired briefly at the end of the Cold War. I only watched it a couple of times in the early 90s before the good reality shows started popping up. “Did you guys have to live out of a bunker when you were little?”

“No,” she said. “That was after I left for college and pretty much only for the cameras. I did appear on a couple of shows, though, which is why I make the rounds at the prepper conventions. I’m a little bit of a celebrity there, and I like to go because they remind me of my dad.”

“I’m sorry. Did your dad pass away?”

“Yes, but it was a while ago. Six years.”

“It still hurts,” I said. “My mom passed away just over a year ago after a long struggle with cancer. She was my Aunt Mabel’s older sister. It’s hard. Some days, most days, I forget she’s gone.”

“That’ll get easier over time. But then, my dad suffered from Alzheimer’s years before his death. He hardly knew me when he passed away. You’re right, though. It still hurts. Earl was a huge help to me during my dad’s illness. And in a way, he kind of reminded me of him. Sure, Earl was 15 years older than me, but he was my rock at a time when I needed one. He was so many things…”

So that explained why she married Earl. He reminded her of her dad. Ew. Daddy issues. And it also explained where she got her money. Great. Murder, She Wrote would’ve been rolling through ending credits right now, and I still had nothing.   

“What did the police think about the invoice Earl showed you? You told them about that, right?” I asked.

Judith’s eyes widened. I could tell she was surprised by my questions. “They thought it could mean something. They didn’t say what, though.” Her tone was a growing colder, and I wondered if I was overstepping my bounds. “They couldn’t find it, though. It wasn’t in his pocket or anywhere in the room.”

“Do you think his partner forged it?”

“Vernon?” she said, looking up at the ceiling as she talked. “Maybe. It doesn’t matter. As far as I know, the only person the police are looking at is his daughter. I saw the will. Patsy got the house, the life insurance… She probably got any offshore accounts he had set up too. Why do you care so much, anyway?”

Fortunately, Dirk came back in so I didn’t have to answer. This time, he was carrying two tennis rackets and an “I will not be ignored” facial expression like he’d just gotten done boiling the family rabbit. “Honey, remember, we promised Tony and Cathy we’d play doubles today.” His eyes widened as if he was trying to get her to play along. 

“That’s right,” Judith said, standing up. “Thanks again. It felt good to talk about Earl. Believe it or not, I’m gonna miss that crazy guy.”

“Even though he left you with nothing from his business?”

She forced a smile, and I realized that, perhaps, I’d gone too far. “His business? Is that the neighborhood gossip?” She laughed. “I was the one who had Earl sign a pre-nup when we got married. I started Survivalist Supplies. Earl and Vernon just ran it for me, and look how I was repaid? Fake vendor accounts? Embezzling? It was the last straw in my relationship with Earl, but it wasn’t what ruined our marriage, and it certainly had little effect on my finances. I have plenty of money thanks to my dad. I was fine before I got married. I was fine during my marriage, and I’m fine now.” 

I stood up too and said good-bye. I could take a hint. 




















CHAPTER NINE










THE SMELL IN my sister’s bathroom was toxic. Megan opened a window to let some of the fumes out, but my eyes were still watering and I could taste the dye. It had been at least three months since I’d colored my hair, and now I was remembering why. 

The model on the Chestnut Brown box of hair color didn’t look a thing like me, but that was mostly because she was 25 and gorgeous. Still, I was hopeful I’d look just like her when the timer went off. The color was a little lighter than my natural color was before the grays showed up in my life, so more than a small part of me was worried about how it was going to turn out.

“Oh my goodness,” Megan kept saying as she pulled another chunk of hair over, squirting and rubbing the mixture onto my head with the weird plastic glove that barely fit over her petite hand. “Here’s another huge patch of gray, long ones too. Do you even look when you color your hair?”

“It’s easier for you. You don’t have many grays yet.”

 “Good thing I bought two boxes.” 

After what seemed like forever, she finally twisted and piled the hair on top of my head, fastened it with a barrette, and declared herself done. “There. In 45 minutes, we’ll rinse. Let me wash my hands, and then I want to see those pictures you were talking about.”

My scalp was already burning, and I felt like I was going to cough up hair dye. I couldn’t believe I had to wait almost an hour.  

I pulled out my phone and began scrolling through pictures to find the ones I just took in Del Mar. Even though she lectured me nonstop after I told her what I’d done in Judith’s bathroom, she seemed more into it than I was.

“I’ll Google whatever you don’t know,” I said, handing her my phone. “So don’t worry if you don’t know something.”

She snatched the phone out of my hand and tilted her head at me as if to say “I’m a trained expert with a career, Marcie. I’ll know everything on your phone.”

She scanned through the photos. “I’ll let you know if anything seems interesting. They’re all pretty standard, though… a fungal cream, some sleeping pills…”

“Ah ha! Sleeping pills! That’s what I was looking for!”

“That doesn’t prove anything. Everyone in Southern California has sleeping pills. I have them. Aunt Mabel has them, strong ones too. I know because I saw them on her kitchen table after Mom died.”

I scratched at my burning head. Brown slimy dye covered my fingertips. “I don’t have sleeping pills,” I said, rinsing my hand.

Megan leaned against her counter. “Maybe you should. You could use better sleep.” She continued. “Besides, Judith probably has two bathrooms. These might not even be her pills. They could be her boyfriend’s.”

Something oozed down my itchy temple. I took a tissue and wiped it away. “Rats. I was really hoping for a smoking gun here.”

“Did you find anything else out, Sherlock Holmes?”

I told Megan about Judith’s dad and his reality survivalist show, and about how she met Earl at a prepper convention. “She said she was actually going to miss the guy,” I said.

“She’s a saint.”

“Or a guilty woman who used her sleeping pills to sneak up on her ex and murder him,” I said.

“Stop assuming things. You don’t have a toxicology report. You don’t even know if there were any drugs in Earl’s system…”

“Who’s side are you on? Mine or the murderer’s?”

Megan laughed. “What’s your next plan?”

I wiped more toxic yellowish brown sludge off my forehead. I told her about Earl’s daughter and the life insurance. “So, I don’t have a plan yet, except that I’m going to do a lot of Googling about Earl’s company and his family, though. And I’ll probably go to his funeral whenever that is.”

“Someone has to like you enough to plan one of those for you, and it sounds like this guy didn’t have many friends.”

I hadn’t thought of that. My scalp tingled and burned even more than ever. I looked at my phone. It had only been 15 minutes…

Bryce and Benjamin were out with Tom, Megan’s husband, while he watched football at one of his friend’s houses. And I could tell Megan was relishing her mommy time.

She turned my chair around after we rinsed out my hair.

 “You can’t look until I’m done,” she said like a girl who’s seen way too many makeover shows. She yanked on my hair with a large round hairbrush, pulling and stretching it as she blew it dry. By now, my scalp was tender and achy, but I didn’t say anything because I wanted to see how it ended. She picked up the straightening iron next, pulling and tugging more. Every once in a while, she’d stand back and examine her work, smiling or scowling, picking up more chunks of hair. 

As she did my makeup, she explained each step in detail, like I was actually taking mental notes and would remember them later. She dabbed and blended, smoothed and patted. I’d never be able to recreate whatever kind of miracles she was performing right now, and it didn’t matter anyway. I didn’t have money to buy the kind of stuff she had in her makeup bag, and I was pretty sure they didn’t sell MAC or Sephora at the dollar store.

After she was done, she swung me around to the mirror, and I almost cried. 

“Don’t,” she said, even though I knew she would be proud of herself if I did. “You’ll ruin your makeup.”

I couldn’t help it. I didn’t think the transformation would be this dramatic, and I didn’t think I’d be this emotional about it. But then, the emotional part could just have been menopause.

 Because the hair color she used was lighter than my natural one, only my grays were the actual color on the box, and the contrast looked good. Really good. Not as good as the lady on the box, but better than I ever thought, and I was already hoping to make Mark rue the day he told me he was leaving. And that he never loved me.

I studied my face in the mirror. Who was this woman? I blinked. The eyes in the mirror blinked back like they were mine, but I knew I hadn’t come in with those thick fake eyelashes or rosy cheeks. 

Megan lit up when I cried, handing me a tissue. “What time do you pick up the kids at Mark’s?”

“5:30”

She looked at her phone. “Marcie, that was 15 minutes ago.”




















CHAPTER TEN










DRIVING DOWN THE freeway with my foot pounding the gas pedal, I realized I couldn’t really see very well over the crazy-long fake eyelashes Megan had just stuck on me. They were like large spiders crawling across my eyeballs. I half-blinked while tilting my head. Better. I could see a little better. It was my own fault I had to pick the kids up at Mark’s instead of him dropping them off at my place. I was the one who had made a huge deal about how I didn’t trust him anymore, and that included being on time. I went on and on about how he was never on time. How he needed to be on time when it came to the kids. Now, I was the first one to be late.

I leaned my head, looking up and over the eyelashes, so I could get around a truck as I exited the freeway toward Mark’s mother’s. I glanced at myself in the rearview mirror at every stoplight. I just couldn’t believe that was actually me staring back. 

My breath quickened a little, thinking about what Mark’s reaction was going to be when he saw me. Jessica too, if she was there, my old boss at the preschool, one of my ex-good friends. 

It still stung, thinking about the day she called me into her office because she saw me crying on the playground, again. She sat me down, told me we were friends first; we would always be friends first. She just needed to know what was going on. 

And dummy me, I told her everything. I told her about the problems I was having with Mark, and I included all the intimate details too like how we hadn’t had sex in more than a year and how I wasn’t sure if he even loved me anymore because he never gave me “that look” like he used to. I cried, in that woman’s arms, over my marriage and my mom’s death from cancer, and she listened and nodded and handed me tissues like she cared. 

The following week, she called me into her office again. That time, I was being fired. 

“Honestly, the only reason I didn’t fire you sooner is because we’re friends… I just can’t have you crying on the playground. The kids deserve better.”

Mark and I separated later that same week, around the same time he started dating Jessica, giving her “the look.”

I tried to stop myself from crying. I was wearing fake eyelashes and a lot of mascara, and I knew things could easily go from Ms. America to Tammy Faye if I let the tears start. I pulled up to my ex-mother-in-law’s house, the place we decided I’d pick the kids up now that Mark lived mostly at Jessica’s. 

Even though his mother’s place was one of those huge mid-century ranch houses that I absolutely adored about Southern California, I was never jealous of it because her house always felt empty and cold to me. It might not have been the house, though.

Looking around, I immediately knew Mark wasn’t there, or at least his car wasn’t. A part of me was glad I wouldn’t have to see him. The other part was sad he wouldn’t get to see me. I knew I looked good. I was wearing one of my new outfits, my hair was actually done and dyed, and I had makeup on. 

Sadly, I was almost an hour late at this point. I knocked at the door, trying not to care about missing Mark and being late, trying not to care that I felt weird, like I was wearing a ball gown on casual Friday or something. My makeover was a little over the top. I pulled a chunk of black tar off an eyelash, wondering if somehow I’d just made things look even weirder. 

Celia answered, wearing the same thing she wore on Friday, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she wore that yesterday too. Her hair was one long matted dread lock because she’s in middle school and wasn’t about to remember to brush her hair unless explicitly told to do so, and it didn’t surprise me that Mark didn’t notice this, but Jessica? She should have noticed. Celia’s jaw dropped when she saw me. 

Violet threw the tablet she was playing with onto a pillow and rushed over to give me a hug. “Mom! Is that you?”

Celia laughed. “I know, right? Who is this lady?”

I felt my face blushing. I wondered if they could see it under my thick foundation. Probably not. “Aunt Megan did it. She might’ve gotten a little carried away with the eyelashes.”

Lilly poked her head in from the kitchen to see what everyone was talking about. She coughed on her orange juice in an almost sitcom spit-take.

The way everyone was treating the makeover made me realize just how dumpy I must’ve looked before. 

“Okay, you guys. Sorry I’m late, but let’s grab your things and go,” I said, hoping to get out of there before I had to see Lynn, my ex-mother-in-law. It had become especially awkward being around that woman now that Mark and I were divorced, but to be honest, it had always been especially awkward. She’d never tried to hide her disdain for me, giving little snide comments here and there, but I pretended not to notice for 20 years. All bets were off now.

While the kids gathered their stuff, I looked around at all the old pictures lining her cabinets. Jessica and Mark smiled up from many directions. Even though I spent 20 years with the family, there were hardly any pictures of me, which wasn’t because of the divorce. There never were.

I was glad to see Lynn still had the enlarged canvas one from the photo session Mark’s whole family did five years ago. Our family, his siblings’ families, his mom, all of us. About 15 people all wearing blue at the beach. We took almost 30 pictures that day, but the one Lynn chose to enlarge was the one where I wasn’t aware the picture was actually being snapped. I was in the middle of blinking and moving forward a little, and my leaning-forward motion caused my shirt to hang loosely in front of me in an odd almost circus tent kind of way, making me look about 40 pounds heavier than I was. My right hand hung down in a crazy “is that a hand or a hook?” position. And one of my eyes is completely closed while the other is on its way. I looked like a chubby drunken pirate. 

Five years ago, when I first saw what picture Lynn had chosen to enlarge and display in canvas on her wall for the world to see, I was livid. “She did that on purpose. There was one picture of the 30 that I didn’t want blown up, and that happened to be the one she chose.”

Mark said I was overreacting. Now, it’s just par for the course that was our marriage.

Lynn walked down the stairs carrying a doll. “I see your mother’s finally here, more than an hour late,” she said to the girls, handing Violet the doll. “You almost forgot your favorite doll again, Violet…”

She waited for Violet to say “thank you” or for her mother to prompt her to. Neither thing happened. 

“You’re welcome, by the way.” 

“Hello, Lynn,” I said through gritted teeth.

She smiled a little too broadly at my makeover and gave me a stiff hug. “Good to see you could make it today,” she said, tossing her shoulder-length blonde hair from one side of her neck to the next. She swirled her finger through the air around my face. “Now I see what took so long.” 

Lynn has always been modern for a grandma, which means don’t expect cookies and milk. And there’s no box of toys hiding in her coat closet either. But she looks good. Even though she’s in her mid 70s, Lynn’s the kind of woman who shops at Nordstrom and not in the stretchy-pants section either. 

Today was my turn, though.

She looked me up and down. “I’m glad to see you’re finally trying. It looks… good. I guess heavy makeup and lots of it can make anyone look better. I’m only sad Mark’s not here to see your makeover. I mean, who are we kidding, right? We both know that’s why you bothered. So bold. If it were me, I’d be worried about coming across as desperate.”

I dug a fingernail into my arm, trying to hold back the anger that always reached a boiling point around this woman. “I’m sorry I’m late. I was on a date and I lost track of time. You probably know what that’s like seeing how you’re divorced too. Maybe not. Probably not. Anyway, good to see you, Lynn,” I said, grabbing what I hoped was a backpack and heading for the door. I couldn’t see much beyond those thick weird lashes. “Let’s go, girls.”

“You were on a date?” Violet asked loudly on our way out, smacking me playfully with her doll. “Really? Since when? Who? What’s his name?”

“Yes,” Lynn said, calling after me. “I’d love to hear all about it too. Congratulations. What’s this lucky guy’s name?”

I tried to think of a lie to match the lie I’d just told, but the only thing that came to my mind was a Brady Bunch episode. 

Don’t say George Glass, I told myself.

“I’ll tell you later,” I said under my breath to Violet, completely ignoring my ex-mother-in-law. It was none of that woman’s business, anyway.  

And who congratulates someone on dating? “The awful woman who still thinks of you as a fat drunken pirate,” I told myself. 




















CHAPTER ELEVEN










THE NEXT DAY at work seemed almost sad without an angry neighbor yelling “Hussy” at me as I entered my aunt’s converted garage. The yellow tape still surrounded Earl’s property, and although I peeked over before I went to work, it was dark and I didn’t see anything going on. I wondered if they were really conducting an investigation into his death, or if they were already pretty sure they had their prime suspect…

The prime suspect squealed when she saw me, which made me realize everyone in my family had a normal squeal except me. 

Oddly, she didn’t seem the least bit concerned about the non-investigation happening outside her house. She actually seemed happy about it.

“We’re busier now than ever,” she said. “My neighbor Tracey mentioned something about my matchmaking business on the news when she was talking about Earl. Can you believe it? I woke up to a full voicemail.”

I settled into my desk chair and turned on my computer. “That’s great, I think.”

The day was pretty busy. People from all over San Diego came in or called, which made the day go by quicker than Friday did, but that wasn’t something I was particularly happy about. I needed downtime, and plenty of it, so I could follow more leads — the casserole lady, Earl’s partner, and maybe find his daughter. And the busier we got, the more chances there were that I’d actually have to deal with a scumbag, aka a man who had cheated on his wife.

I was finishing up with a client when I remembered I needed to find a hottie for Tracey soon. The man sitting on the other side of my desk might do, if Tracey found a pencil-thin mustache and a mullet ponytail sexy. Dave.

Dave was a small man in a stiff oversized jacket with elbow patches. He chuckle-snorted a lot. “But then you probably don’t have any elfin princesses in that database, do you?” he asked, chuckle-snorting. 

I suddenly realized I hadn’t been listening, so I replayed his words in my mind. “No. No elfin princesses here, sorry.” I looked down at his profile. “It says here you’re 43, and you’ve never been married.” 

He leaned in, laying a hand on my arm. “I’m waiting for my princess.” With a twirl of his other hand, he pulled a full plastic-flower bouquet, like magic, out of his sleeve and handed it to me. A glittery silver unicorn poked its head from the middle of the bouquet. “I dabble in the fantastical. And when I find my princess, I will put her on a pedestal. My goddess shall have a pedestal. I will treat her like the delicate unicorn she is — majestic, illustrious, sensual.”

I set the flowers by my laptop and typed all of that into his profile page. Then, like all the others, I took his profile picture by my aunt’s bookcase and told him we’d be in touch to go over his choices for the matchmaking club. “You might like one of our optional makeover spa-day packages. Or you could choose to let a computer pick your soulmate… or, we just recently teamed up with Madam Flootie, a clairvoyant who specializes in dating with a five-star rating on Yelp.” Madam Flootie was actually an old friend of my aunt’s, but Dave didn’t need to know that. He told me he wanted to go the tarot-card route. Somehow, I knew he was going to pick that one.

My aunt smiled up at me from her keyboard like she wanted to give me a gold star. I’d been paying attention. She was so happy, when lunch rolled around, she sprang from her desk, offering to get Chinese. And I was more than ready to accept the offer. It was exhausting pretending all day that you cared about relationships and dating when all the while you knew the truth — that men were nothing but scumbags ready to cheat as soon as your back was turned. No woman was ever really treated like the sensual unicorn they said they were going to treat you like. 

The saddest part was that every woman coming in here still believed in that crap, that there was a “prince charming” out there for them and a happily ever after. Somebody ought to pull them aside and tell them the truth. There is no Santa Claus. It’s just one of those made-up stories people tell you to make life seem less crappy than it actually is. 

I was busy punching in profile data into my laptop, wondering how on earth I was going to sit through more of the Prince Charming crap, when I looked up. Prince Charming was standing in front of my desk, smiling at me. Or some guy who obviously thought of himself as Prince Charming. Thankfully, I stopped myself from rolling my eyes, but it wasn’t easy. This guy was a walking cliche — sandy brownish-gray hair, blue eyes, dimples, with the kind of unshaven stubble that made it clear he still had a thing for Miami Vice.

My arm dropped away from my face, and a line of drool followed it, spilling onto my blouse. I shot up in my chair, hoping he hadn’t seen that, but his eyes followed the drool. He’d seen it. I casually wiped my chin. “Hi. Can I help you?”

“I hope so,” he said, with what I guessed was supposed to be his dazzling “George Clooney” smile or something.  

I reminded myself to be extra-suspicious. What was this guy doing here anyway? For one thing, he was good-looking and didn’t need a matchmaking service and for another thing, he was a man, and I was just suspicious of men no matter what they did, but especially good-looking ones.

“Have a seat,” I said, pointing to the chair next to my desk. I handed him some paperwork then went back to my computer, glancing up at him every once in a while so I could roll my eyes without him seeing me. 

Thank God he came in today and not on polka-dotted, gray-haired Friday. I mean, not that I was into this man or anything, but… Thank God, I said again, hopefully not out loud. 

He ran a hand through his hair. “I heard about your matchmaking service on the news,” he said, handing me the paper he’d just filled out. 

I laughed like that was funny while I looked down at his information, desperately searching for something not to like about him. Brandon Richardson. I knew a Brandon once in second grade — red hair, always had a huge wet stain on the front of his t-shirt where he liked to blow his nose. I looked at this guy’s casual striped button-down; it looked clean, probably not the same guy. I scanned his paperwork further.

A teacher. That’s a noble profession. No kids… so no baby-mama-drama… Once again, I shook myself out of it. Stop it, Marcie. Don’t trust men. I reminded myself. “Well, Brandon, nice to meet you. This is actually my aunt’s matchmaking service. I’m Marcie, her… assistant. So what kind of girl are you looking for?”

Brandon leaned forward. “Girl? I’m almost 50, so I don’t want anyone too young. You know, I don’t want to make a joke about Princess Bride and have my girlfriend not know what I’m talking about…”

“As…. You… Wish…” I said in my best “farm-boy accent” before I could stop myself.

He laughed. “Yes, exactly. She should have a good sense of humor, like you.”

He looked me in the eye a little too long when he said that, and my feet tingled. I hadn’t felt that in a while. I thought for a second my legs had fallen asleep. 

“I also don’t want anyone too old.”

“So no one over…”

“I’d say 55-ish.”

I smiled. Good answer. 

“And I’m not picky about looks. I mean I prefer brunettes like you…” He smiled, almost stuttering over his words. I smiled too. We were doing a lot of smiling, and my face was starting to hurt. Was I flirting?

“B-but blondes are fine too, whatever… a good sense of humor is a must, though.”

I nodded, trying to think of another joke. I got nothing.

He drummed his fingers mindlessly on the desk as we talked, which I told myself I was okay with. Everyone had to have at least one annoying habit, and if this was Prince Charming’s only one then it wasn’t too bad. I entered in more data into his profile and snapped his photo. 

He shot a goofy behind the shoulder model-pose. “Make sure you get my good side, dahling.”

I did a Russian accent for no reason. “You are a tiger. Be a tiger.”

He growled, stretching his fingers out like claws. And I snapped more pictures.

“Now dance for me, puppet,” I said, still Russian. I took about five pictures before we got serious and took a real one. For once, in a long, long while, I actually felt relaxed around a man, in a completely jittery and self-conscious way. But it was okay. And although I knew it meant absolutely nothing to be flirting with this man, I also knew it meant absolutely everything too. Maybe this was a baby step to rebranding myself, whatever that meant.

 “We’ll schedule more pictures next week when our street’s not so busy. This is just an initial photo shoot,” I said.

“It must be strange working next door to a murder investigation,” he said. He drummed his fingers on my desk while I hooked the camera up to the computer. “Do they know who killed your neighbor?” 

“No. But apparently Earl had a lot of enemies.” 

“Is your aunt afraid? Was she here when it happened? She lives right next door. That could’ve been her.”

I never thought about that before. I shrugged. “She doesn’t seem afraid. But then, it doesn’t seem like it was a random break-in kind of a murder. Like I said, a lot of people didn’t like Earl.”

“What are you talking about? On the news, they said he was a great guy. Everybody loved him.”

I almost choked on my spit. “Do you believe everything you hear on the news? Look, I don’t want to say bad stuff about the deceased, but Earl was a big ole jerk. Friday, just before he was murdered, he came over here swinging a baseball bat.”

Brandon’s eyebrows rose. He leaned forward for more information, and I found myself leaning forward too. He smelled like the woods after a rain, if a gorgeous guy happened to be walking around in them.

“You’re kidding,” he said.

“Nope. That was the one and only time my aunt ever looked scared, too. It really seemed to rattle her. She was so upset she came home early that night, couldn’t even shop. And that woman usually goes home when the stores close.”

“Came home early, huh?” He checked his watch, and I instantly melted. Not enough men wore watches anymore, and I was a sucker for one, apparently. “Look,” he said. “I gotta get back to work. I only stopped by on my lunch break. Give me a call any time if you find someone you think will be a good match for me.”

I watched him leave. He was amazing at every angle. Maybe I was ready to throw my ugly dresses out to Goodwill and move on.

I went back to his profile. The photos were just showing up on my desktop. I opened the one with the tiger claws.

Just then my aunt threw open the door and slammed it closed again, fumbling the takeout she was somehow managing to carry while darting around in hot pink stilettos. She locked the door behind her and dropped one of the bags in the process. White rice spilled onto her hardwood floor. Thank goodness it wasn’t the orange chicken.

She pulled the blinds away from the window an inch, ducked over to the side then peeked out again. “I swear, a car followed me all the way to the Chinese restaurant and back. At first I thought I was crazy, but I’m not crazy. It just went up the street.”

“What?” I said. “That’s crazy!”

“Whoever it was is trying to be sly, but I saw it. One of those ugly light brown four-doors. Oh my goodness! There it is again.”

I ran over to the window and pulled apart a couple of slats from the blinds. A beige sedan quickly drove by the house. I tried to get a glimpse of the passengers or the license plate. It was just a blur, but I definitely saw two thuggish looking mafia types in there. The one on the passenger’s side had his arm out the window as they passed. It was drumming on the roof of the car, and it had a watch.




















CHAPTER TWELVE










I PUSHED A piece of sticky orange-glazed chicken around my Styrofoam container, racking my brain, trying to think back on all the things I had said to Brandon, if that really was his name. Was he a cop? A mobster? What did I tell him? I decided not to mention anything to my aunt about it. I felt so ashamed I’d let my guard down like that, momentarily forgetting my “never trust men” rule.

I pulled open my laptop again. Maybe that wasn’t him in the passenger seat, drumming his fingers on the roof, with a watch on, wearing a striped shirt moments after someone meeting that description left… Brandon’s tiger picture popped up, the last thing I was looking at on my computer. I could easily make him look like a chubby, sickly 80-year-old in Photoshop if I wanted to. And I should. I angrily hit keys on my keyboard and closed his profile before I used my powers for evil. I’d deal with him later.

After lunch, Tracey sashayed into the office to fill out her profile and see the hottie I had lined up for her. She’d had makeovers all morning — hair, makeup, even a trip with a personal shopper. Her hair was the best part, though, with its golden highlights and cute short cut. It made me wish I had straight blonde hair. Her outfit was a little less fortunate. I had no idea why a personal shopper would throw a 50-something-year-old woman into a mini skirt and go-go boots, but Tracey was definitely happy with it. She strutted back and forth like she was walking the catwalk.

“Tracey, you look amazing,” I said.

“Thanks!” she replied. “Half this is my creation. I had to send that personal shopper packing. She kept trying to put me in old lady stuff like knee-length skirts and button-down blouses. I mean, if I ever go crazy and do something like go back to teaching, I’ll need all that stuff. But that won’t happen unless I suddenly lose everything.”

“Well, you look gorgeous,” I said, grabbing my aunt’s digital camera again. On a whim, I ran into the house to grab a white sheet so I could set up a mini-photo studio in the converted garage. 

My aunt was sitting at her kitchen table, talking on her phone when I stepped in. “I thought you said you took care of all of those loose endy things with Earl and our business,” she said as she doodled something on the pad of paper in front of her. When she looked up and saw me, her eyes bugged and she coughed on her words. She turned her paper over and bit her lip. “I’ll call you back later,” she said into her phone. “Okay, you call me. Whatever.” She set her phone down and smoothed her hair out. “Hey, sugar. W-what’s up?”

“I don’t know,” I said, setting the camera on the table next to her doodle pad. “You tell me.”

There was a long pause. 

“Tracey’s back from her makeovers.” I finally said.

My aunt looked up at the ceiling. “Oh. How does she look?”

“Good. So good I’ve decided I’m going to set up a whole photo studio in your garage, which just means I’ve decided to drape a sheet over the bookcase you’ve got in there. I took a photography class when I went back to college and I know Photoshop, so I thought we’d start doing your clients’ profile pictures right.”

My aunt’s face dropped when I said the part about the bookcase and the sheet. “A sheet? Really? Is that how they do it? I’m just worried my office is gonna end up looking like a Laundromat instead of a legitimate matchmaking club. Why don’t you take Tracey around town instead, get some city shots?” She grabbed the set of keys from off the table and handed them to me. “But for goodness sake, take my Mini.”

I snatched them from her bony little hand so fast she practically drew back a nub. This was going to be my favorite part of the job. I could already tell.

Tracey and I jumped in my aunt’s red convertible Mini Cooper like two teenagers sneaking off to a concert.

We decided to drive into Balboa Park because of all the picture-worthy places it has to offer — old buildings with intricate architecture, Mexican murals on the sides of museums, colorful tile work, large trees and foliage, old-fashioned bridges, and the zoo, not that I’d do a photo shoot at the zoo. But it was an option.

I also liked Balboa Park because you could park in actual parking lots with actual lined parking spaces, so no parallel parking was required, unless you wanted to, and you usually didn’t have to pay to park either. I judge most places by the ability to park easily. One day, I’m going to write a tourist guide to San Diego for people who can’t parallel park. 

“You forgot to show me the hottie,” she said as we passed under the large bridge near Balboa Park on the freeway.

“You’re right. I’ll show you his profile when we get back,” I said, even though I was barely paying attention to what Tracey was saying. The wind was flying through my still-straightened hair, and I felt like a Barbie. I looked up at the light blue sky overhead, wondering if there was time to swing by the preschool, which happened to be near Balboa Park, just to see if Jessica Fitz was milling around outside. Picturing her face when I pulled up in my cute red convertible with my new makeover… It wouldn’t hurt just to check.

“What’s he like?” Tracey asked.

“What’s who like?”  

“The hottie.”

“Oh him,” I said. “Well… let me think how best to describe him…” I fumbled my words, trying to find a way to make a mustached unicorn-prince sound sexy. Then it dawned on me. “How do you feel about the movie Princess Bride?”

Tracey made a face like she was asked to eat salmonella. “Ew. I never really understood why so many people like that movie. It’s just… meh.”

“Perfect!” I yelled, smacking the steering wheel. We swerved a little into the next lane. I quickly corrected myself. “Make sure to tell him how you feel about it. The guy’s name is Brandon.”

“Ooooh, he sounds charming.”

“Trust me, he is. I’ll set things up for later this week.”

“Just don’t make it Thursday. That’s Earl’s funeral, and I don’t want to miss it.”

My eyes widened. “I didn’t know Earl’s funeral was on Thursday?”

“It was in all the papers. It’s at some church in Kensington.”

The newspapers. Nancy Drew would probably have thought to check those. I was slacking off on my detective work. Maybe casserole lady would be there. “Is this church Earl’s?”

“Who knows?” Tracey said. “But I guess it must be since it’s in Kensington.”

I decided I needed to step my sleuthing up a notch by Googling everything tonight after dinner to see what came up — Earl, his company, his partner, his church, his daughter, his obituary, Brandon — everything. 

One thing was for sure, my recorder and I were definitely going to that funeral.  




---




Of course, when I got the kids home from school Monday, Violet was still pestering me for details about my dating life. Seven-year-olds were the hardest people to lie to because they actually remembered every single detail. I knew she was just happy for me. I knew she had watched her dad date for a year, so she was very excited I was finally dating too. Too bad it was a lie. A lie I would have to commit to until the 7-year-old forgot about it. Why did I lie so much? I wasn’t even good at it.

“So when do we get to meet the boy you went on a date with… this Brandon guy?” Violet asked at dinner, spaghetti dangling off her chin like a noodle beard.

Ugh. Why had I panicked and said the guy’s name was Brandon? 

“I don’t think I’ll see him again,” I said, truthfully. “He’s cute and sweet, but we just didn’t have very much in common. Plus, he wasn’t a very nice guy, to be honest.”

After dinner, I snuck away from the dirty dishes while the kids were doing homework to jump on my laptop. I’d wanted to run some internet sleuthing searches, but I found myself searching through black dresses on the JC Penney website because, for some odd reason that had nothing to do with the fact that flirting with a man had been fun, I just wanted to own a cute dress.

I found three black dresses to try on after work tomorrow. Who knew I could look forward to shopping? 

I didn’t have a chance to jump online again until after Violet had fallen asleep and I had cleaned up the kitchen. But at that point, my eyes were barely open. Still, I poured myself a glass of wine and got comfy on my tiny half of my humungous bed, the same bed Mark demanded we get because it was a king size. Men and their “bigger is better” issues. At the time, I had said it was way too big. Now, there was barely enough room for me with Mark’s side full of books, papers, a remote, and my laptop. 

I set my wine glass down on the nightstand and got busy. First, I looked up the obvious bit of research I already somehow missed, Earl’s obituary. It read like a bad marketing piece.

Beloved Guru Prepper, Earl Higgins; Founder of Survivalist Supplies…

It hit all the selling points for a huge prepper turnout. It mentioned Judith and Judith’s famous dad. It name dropped all the famous people Survivalist Supplies worked with and sold to while also inviting preppers from all around to attend. It was going to be an all-day prepper-fest, probably. But thankfully, when I googled the church, I saw there was ample parking in an actual parking lot, so that was all I really cared about. I also decided to go there sometime when there wasn’t a funeral going on to see if I could track down the casserole lady who found Earl’s body.

Next on my to-do list of internet research, I looked Brandon Richardson up on Facebook. There were no Brandon Richardsons that looked like the guy who came into the matchmaker club today. I knew it. I couldn’t wait to drill Tracey about her date with the undercover cop, or the mafia guy, or the hit man who was tailing my aunt.

A lot came up about Survivalist Supplies when I punched it into Google, though, but mostly just a bunch of angry preppers complaining about how the company went under. Apparently, it was the Wal-Mart of the the prepper community. And now these people had no place to buy their bunker supplies in bulk. 

There were also a bunch of articles on prepping that Earl and his business partner, Vernon Phelps, wrote, complete with pictures. There was one of the two of them smiling in a bunker with a million cans behind them.

“Are You Really Ready?” read the headline. For some odd reason, I shook my head “no” at the page to answer it, noticing a blue hose down by the men’s feet in one of the pictures. A hose just like the one Earl was using the other day. Could these pictures have been taken in San Diego, in Earl’s yard? Could Earl have some sort of underground hideout bunker on his property somewhere? 

I knew the do-not-cross police tape was still spread all over his property so I was pretty sure I shouldn’t cross it, even with a good reason. I tried to talk myself out of looking for it at all.

“If there really was an underground hideout, don’t you think the police would have already ransacked it? And that picture might not even have been Earl’s yard in San Diego… it was probably nothing…” Trying to talk myself out of it didn’t work; I knew I was going to look for an underground bunker as soon as I got the chance.

 My Google searches also uncovered a lot of stuff about Judith’s dad, Tank Bowman. The poor guy was so convinced Y2K was going to be a disaster, he decided to live in a bunker for five years, starting in 1999. When he emerged, he was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s, and it went quickly downhill for him from there.

But it was Tank’s reality show, Full Tank, that I was most excited to research. It ran from 1995 to 1998, and I had so much fun looking up old videos on Youtube, not because it gave me a ton of information, but because it made me miss cheesy 90s reality shows. 

“This is Tank Bowman. Tanks for watchin’,” he’d say at the end of each episode. 

Even though I tried to find episodes with Judith in them, I could only find one. Tank was teaching his absolutely stunning young-adult daughter how to forage in the woods after a nuclear attack, telling her which of the edible plants would be the least radioactive.

“Oh Dad,” she said, rolling her eyes under perfect mascara while they shot bow-and-arrows. “The Cold War is over.”

She trudged through the woods in a long goth dress and Doc Martens, not seeming to care too much, and I have to admit, neither did I. I knew I was missing some sort of connection there and I was also not sure how Brandon fit into all of it.

As it turns out, if you search for prepper videos, Youtube recommends some pretty weird stuff – how to live off the grid, escape from restraints, seal a wound with super glue…I’m sure Nancy Drew would’ve been sucked off-topic, too.

After a while of video-watching, I could hardly keep my eyes open and I fell asleep, wondering how foraged radiation tastes. I’d barely touched my wine.

I woke to my cell phone. It was still dark as I tried to get my eyes to focus on the time. 1:30.

In my half-asleep haze, I answered before checking to see who it was.

“Hello?”

“Marcie? It’s George. Your aunt is… missing. Her car’s here, but she’s not answering the door. She’s not here.”

George’s voice was high-pitched and jittery, and nothing was making sense. “Wait. What? She’s probably asleep, George. It’s 1:30. Why are you knocking on people’s doors at 1:30 anyway? We’ll see if she’s there in the morning.”

But then I thought about Earl’s murder next door, how suspiciously my aunt had been acting lately, her mob connections, the beige sedan… and suddenly I was wide awake.

“Are you at my aunt’s?”

“Yes. I’m sitting in her living room. I-I-I have a set of her keys, for emergencies. I’m telling you; the woman is not here…”

“Okay, calm down. I’ll be there in a second.”

I woke Lilly up, briefly explaining the situation by telling a small lie about needing to help George with some car problems. She reluctantly agreed to sleep in my room in case Violet woke up and needed something. She also very, very reluctantly agreed to get everyone ready for school tomorrow morning if I didn’t make it back in time.

“But that’s just a one in a gazillion chance,” I said, hoping that part was truthful. “I’ll definitely be back in time.”

As I watched my angry teenager kick her way into my room wrapped in her blanket, half-asleep, I realized how lucky I was to have these great kids. Under all that black sulky makeup, she was growing up to be a good person. 

I kissed Lilly about a million times on the cheek before I left. She pulled away. 

“Uuuuugggggh! I hate this! Why do I have to do this just because I’m the oldest?” she whined, throwing my covers around, spilling my papers onto the floor.

I love that little blessing, despite how much of an un-blessing she was trying to be right now. 

I left for my aunt’s, muttering the same stuff into my steering wheel. “Ugh! Why do I have to do this?”




















CHAPTER THIRTEEN










GEORGE WAS PACING back and forth in front of the fireplace when I got there. 

“Okay, tell me what happened,” I said in my ratty flannel nightgown, fully regretting not throwing on something decent before I left. 

“I’ve been trying to text your aunt all night. All night, and nothing. She usually doesn’t ignore my texts unless we’re spatting. And we’re fine right now, I think.”

He grabbed a tissue from off the mantle and blew his nose. “Anyway, I was rehearsing for the play and it went a little late, so a few of us decided to head over to Denny’s, but I was so worried I couldn’t eat my Grand Slam. I knew something was wrong. I knew it.”

I sat down and patted the seat next to me. He sat. “Is it because of the beige car?”

“What beige car?” George practically screamed. “What are you talking about?”

There was good reason why George wasn’t anyone’s emergency contact — the man did not handle emergency situations very well at all, not that this was an emergency situation. It was as if he stayed in that “high alert” orange level, ready to move into panic-red, at all times.

So even though I wasn’t planning on telling him about the car that followed my aunt to the Chinese place, I really had no choice now. And George’s reaction was just like I expected. I had to stop him from calling the police.

“Let’s not overreact. Look around. There are no signs of a break-in or a struggle…”

“She’s a very petite woman who thinks a saltine cracker is a meal. How many signs are you expecting to see? A small child could probably overpower her!”

“George, when you came to the door, was it locked?”

George rubbed his double chin. “Yes.”

“Then she must’ve locked it on her way out.” I patted myself on the back. I was really getting good at this Nancy Drew stuff. 

George rolled his eyes at my logic. “Unless the killer came in and out through a back door or a window or something, carrying poor Mabel with him… in a duffle bag.”

“Okay. Okay. Let’s go have a look around at all the doors and windows.”

George agreed, a little too anxiously, practically jumping out of his seat. His jumpiness was contagious, and I found my own heart quickening into panic for no reason. 

Grabbing his cell phone, George flicked on the flashlight feature, and I immediately thought “poor horror-movie choice, George.” If there was one thing I’d learned from staying up late watching every single Friday the 13th as a kid, you had to think like the hero in the horror movie if you wanted to make it out alive, and I fully intended on making it out, and I didn’t mean in a duffle bag. I grabbed a pair of scissors from the junk drawer and a bottle of Fabreze from under the kitchen sink. The best impromptu hero tools I could find last minute.

We started our search around Aunt Mabel’s house, slinking along the walls like a couple of movie cops. George let me go first because I was “the one with the weapons.” 

My finger was on the trigger of the Fabreze can, ready to spray someone in the face, do as much damage as I could. 

But nothing seemed out of the ordinary, and I had no clue why we were sneaking around in the dark, anyway. We should really have turned on a light or two. The backdoor and back window were both locked. We inched our way over to check Aunt Mabel’s room next. The raspy, almost hyperventilating breath of the paranoid man behind me got faster with each step. I was just hoping he wasn’t going to have a heart attack.

George screamed when I opened the bedroom door, and the smell of Spring Renewal filled the air from the air freshener I was carrying. 

I turned on the lights. Nothing weird there, only the normal stuff — bed, dresser, TV…

“Stop screaming for no reason, George! You’re freaking me out.”

He squealed, in a higher pitch than I will ever be able to manage. “Shhhh. I thought I heard something. The killer’s still in the house.”

I listened. And suddenly, I heard it too. Voices. Turning off the light again, we both crouched in the darkness, ready to spring into whatever action was called for. With my scissors at the ready, I handed George the Fabreze and gently closed the door.

My own breath was all I heard, fast and loud. I tried to steady it, slow it down, so I could determine what was happening in the other room.

Giggling… Mumbling… Kissing…

“Oh no,” I whisper-yelled to George. “It’s a hookup. We gotta get out of here!”

George’s eyes widened. He smiled. “Your aunt! That old dog still has some tricks, doesn’t she? But why didn’t she just tell me…”

“Come on. Let’s go. I think we both know where this is headed.”

Loud thumping hit the walls as the hookup made its passionate way down to the bedroom. I knew I had to act fast.

“We shouldn’t,” a breathless voice said in a tone that was not at all convincing.

I reached for the bedroom knob just as a dark groping mass of arms and legs bounded through the door, practically knocking me over.  

“What the?!” the voice said that hit me.

The light turned on and my aunt screamed.

There was nowhere to hide. George and I could do nothing but stand in the middle of the room with our scissors and Fabreze.

“Surprise!” George said, spraying a mist of Spring Renewal above his head like confetti.

“This is the saddest surprise party I’ve ever been to.” My aunt adjusted her skirt, her mouth wide open, lipstick smeared. “Are y’all spying on me? Just what on earth is going on here?”

My eyes adjusted, and I saw who she was with. So I started pointing my own finger. “I should be asking you the same thing. No wonder you’ve been acting suspicious lately!”

“Said the girl who broke into my house with a pair of scissors…” 

George shook his head. “I can’t believe it. I refuse to believe it. The duffle bag would’ve been a better outcome. Your hookup is with Chris?”

“Surprise?” George’s evil brother said.




















CHAPTER FOURTEEN










AUNT MABEL SAT on the couch next to Chris, who was fidgeting with his cell phone, practically hanging off the edge of his seat, ready to head home as soon as he thought he had the go-ahead. And I hated him all over again. 

Because he makes a billion dollars an hour, Chris thinks his time is more valuable than the rest of us. And I guess since George and I ruined his “evening time,” he was ready to move onto the next woman or next thing worth his precious million-dollar minutes. He had always been that way. 

Chris pulled a cigar from his front pocket and tapped it on his leg. No wonder he was ready to leave. My aunt didn’t allow smoking in her house. “Are we just about done here?” he asked, barely looking up from his phone. 

“No,” I answered, in my best lecturing-mom voice, even though I was ready to go home too. 

“I’m sorry I scared y’all,” my aunt said. She turned to George. “I didn’t mean to make you worried. I didn’t answer your texts because I didn’t want to have to explain… things with Chris.”

George pointed his eyes toward his brother while he whispered to my aunt. “We’ll talk about your fall from grace later when a certain evil someone isn’t around…”

Aunt Mabel ignored him. “When Earl started harassing my business, Chris was the only lawyer I knew to call.”

I almost understood. “So, when you said you’d handle things with Earl, you meant legally, as in with a lawyer?”

 My aunt smoothed down her disheveled hookup hair. “I never said that, but if I did, then yes.”

George gasped, suddenly getting it, like a man realizing he’d been replaced. “And was Chris the person you were texting the whole time we were shopping?” 

“Yes.”

George cupped his hand over his mouth. “And he’s the reason you ignored me all night, had me so worried I couldn’t enjoy my Denny’s…”

I stood up. My eyes were barely able to stay open and I had a busy “school day” morning to tackle in a couple of hours. I no longer had time for this soap opera. “Okie dokie. Congratulations on getting back together. You make a lovely evil couple, if you are officially an evil couple, that is. I’ll be checking Facebook to see. I’m headed home.”

George stood up. “I’m going home, too, but mostly because I’m disappointed, and I have a friendship to rethink.”

“I’ll call you later,” my aunt said.

“Don’t bother,” George replied, grabbing another tissue on his way out. 




---




The San Diego Matchmaker Club was almost boring not having George popping in all the time with takeout. My aunt spent the next couple days trying to pretend like she didn’t care, but I could tell she was moping. At least we were getting a lot of work done, though, and I was happy I could cross my aunt’s name off my Nancy Drew suspect list, maybe. I was pretty sure she was still a police suspect, though. 

I successfully set a date up with Tracey and Brandon for Friday. A Romance and Dance Dinner Cruise. 

I was a little nervous when I talked to Brandon about the date, but he didn’t seem to know I knew about the beige car at all, or he didn’t let on.

“A dinner cruise?” he said when I called. “That’s a great idea. Thanks for making me look romantic.”

I could almost hear the ding coming off his fake smile, so I clicked off the phone before I vomited into the cesspool of his charm.

Even though Tracey tried to play it cool when I sent her a link to Brandon’s profile, I could tell she was freaking out on the inside, and I was going to need to talk the woman on the other end of the phone down off of her ledge.

“Are those dimples?” she asked, casually. “They’re kind of deep. They’re almost freakishly deep, right?”

“Yes, he’s hideous, but he was the closest thing I could come to a hottie on short notice.”

She giggled-laughed-snorted. “He is hot, don’t get me wrong. But, uh, just so we’re clear. He knows I’m not 30, right?”

“Yes, I sent him your profile. He’s looking forward to your date. You’re both hotties. And you’re both teachers, or ex-teachers, so you have a lot in common.”

“Did he say I was a hottie?” Tracey asked. “Is that what he said?”

I tried to remember the conversation. “I think he said you were very nice looking.”

“Nice looking? That’s a horrible thing to say!”

“He meant it in a good way, I could tell. He was just trying to be classy.” I quickly said good-bye and hung up before I had to spend the next hour and a half trying to talk a middle-aged woman into some self-esteem. And I knew firsthand what a time-sucking, never-ending process that can be. I am a middle-aged woman.

I didn’t tell Tracey the part about how I saw her hottie drive off in a stalker car. I didn’t tell her that I was only setting her up with Brandon as a way to keep tabs on him because he was on my suspect list and she was a horrible gossip, and she’d dig up dirt without even trying. I wrung my hands together. I could hardly wait to pry her for more information later. 

Next on my to-do list was the funeral.

I texted George. He was happy to help me pick out a black dress. “I love HONEST people who don’t ignore my texts.”

I knew he wanted me to show his reply text to my aunt, so that was exactly what I did. I don’t mind soap opera drama so long as it doesn’t happen at 3:00 in the morning.

“He’s hurt,” she said.

“Yep,” I replied. “And disappointed. George took your side in that messy divorce and now he feels betrayed.”

She pulled on her dangly necklace like an evil queen clutching an apple and walked off. She hated the truth, but sorry, truth was the only thing this mirror dished out. “You’re not the fairest. Get used to it, evil queen.”

I peeked out the window while I waited in my aunt’s living room for George to pick me up during my lunch break on Wednesday. I didn’t want him to have to deal with the woman he was mad at. I gasped, noticing a beige sedan parked across the street a ways.

“What?” my aunt called from the next room.

“Oh nothing,” I said. Thankfully, my phone buzzed with a text. “George is here. I’ll see you later.”

She came out and kissed my cheek. “Tell George I’m sorry.”

“I’ll try.” We both knew it wasn’t going to work. George basically chose Aunt Mabel over his own brother in the divorce. It wasn’t much of a choice. Chris was terrible to everyone, but especially Aunt Mabel. He cheated on her, said she was a gold-digging country whore, or that’s what I remembered hearing. Just horrible, horrible things… George disowned his brother and gained a sister when they divorced, and now, I was sure he felt like an only child.

I left. George was waiting in his Prius at the curb, his nose in the air in case Aunt Mabel followed me out.

I got his attention and mouthed the words “beige sedan” to him as I walked up, pointing toward the car sitting down the street. His eyes widened, but he waited to gasp until I got in. “Is that the same car you told me about before? The one that followed your aunt? Not that I care…”

“I don’t know, but let’s find out.”

George shook his head so hard his perfectly combed thick white hair almost moved. “Are you insane? We could be dealing with dangerous people here.”

“Pull up and around and let’s just see if someone dangerous is in the car.”

He turned his Prius off. “I absolutely 100 percent refuse. Someone has to make good choices around here. These people could have guns.”

I groaned my frustration. 

George countered my groan by rolling his eyes. “I didn’t want to believe it when Megan told me you were playing Nancy Drew. At least now I know why you want to go to Earl’s funeral tomorrow.”

I kicked my ballet flats into George’s spotless floor mats. The same mats I kicked around the day George drove me home from the hospital when Violet was born. Mark was too busy with his fantasy football draft to do it, actually suggesting that I ask the hospital to change the time. That should’ve been the first red flag that things were headed downhill in my marriage. George didn’t mind stepping in. He never minds. He’s always been there holding my hand, more of an uncle than any of my aunt’s actual husbands, and more of a dad than my own ever was. 

I kissed him on his stubbly chubby cheek. “You know, the real Nancy Drew had a friend named George. What do you say? Be my George and go with me to the funeral tomorrow.” 

“Now it’s official. You’re insane. I didn’t like that man when he was alive, and my feelings about evil people don’t change on a desperate whim, unlike certain other people who shall remain nameless — and of course, I’m talking about your aunt.”

I looked over at Earl’s house. His lawn was already starting to dry up in the drought that had been plaguing Southern California this last summer. I knew that man had been watering more than he was legally allowed to, which for San Diegans right now was twice a week; I looked it up. I also noticed the police tape was gone. “I’ve got a better idea. This one’ll be fun, and you owe me.”

“I owe you nothing,” he said.

I reminded him about the early morning surprise party we just threw for my aunt, and he reluctantly agreed he owed me, which he was okay with him so long as it didn’t involve going to a funeral or chasing a beige car. He had no idea what kind of crazy favor I was about to ask him for, though.

I looked up. The beige sedan was gone, and I hadn’t gotten its plates again, not that I’d know what to do with that information if I actually got it.




















CHAPTER FIFTEEN










GEORGE BRUSHED DIRT off his designer shoes for the fifth time and threw me another “disappointed dad” look. I tried not to catch it. I had my own problems to deal with. I’d just stepped in cat poop and I was pretty sure I heard something moving in the overgrown grass that covered Earl’s backyard.

An overhanging branch of a large tree tickled George’s neck as he walked by it, and he almost tripped trying to run away. “Remind me again why we’re doing this? We’re probably going to get ticks. Or bitten by rattlesnakes.”

“We’re looking for a bunker. You know, a bomb shelter. I’m pretty sure there’s one in Earl’s backyard. I’m pretty sure there’s one in every prepper’s backyard.” 

George swatted a couple of flies away as he ducked under a trellis full of overgrown bougainvillea. “Honestly, the things you talk me into doing. I don’t even know what a bunker opening looks like.”

“Neither do I,” I admitted.

“So let me get this straight,” George said as he pushed the branches of a bush to the side, and checked underneath it. “Instead of getting a fabulous new dress on your lunch break and maybe a little Starbucks, we’re going to spend the entire time checking through a filthy backyard for something neither of us will know if we find? Madam, you are no Nancy Drew.”

He had a point. I looked down at my one good pair of go-to ballet flats that were now covered in dirt. “You’re right. Maybe I’m avoiding buying the dress so I’ll have a reason not to go to the funeral tomorrow. I haven’t been to a funeral since… you know, my mom’s.” Even though I tried to stop it from happening, my nose got all stuffy and my eyes started watering. That happened a lot when I thought about my mom.

George put his arm around me. “Oh kiddo, you don’t need to do this. As evil as my brother is, he’s a good lawyer. It’s funny how evil people always seem to go into that profession. So if you’re worried about your aunt being a suspect in this, don’t be. She’ll be fine.”

 I wiped my eyes on the sleeve of my cardigan, and pulled a twig out of my hair. “That’s the funniest part. I know my aunt will be fine. I think I’m doing this for Earl now.”

“You’ve got to be kidding. Mr. Baseball Bat?”

“Yes. I just keep thinking about how he threw down the hose when I told him I was calling the water department… about how he called the city when Aunt Mabel’s business wasn’t up to code… Earl was a jerk. But he was a rule following, law abiding jerk.”

“In other words, you don’t think he swindled the money.”

“Nope. And I think he deserves to have his name cleared of that, at least.”

“You know,” George said. “That doesn’t necessarily mean he didn’t do it. Good people do bad things sometimes.”

“Yeah. And bad people do good things sometimes too. Judith told me she fell in love with Earl after he helped her dad through his Alzheimer’s. So he wasn’t all bad.”

 George kicked weeds and stomped on mounds as he talked. “Okay, but explain to me how we’re going to prove Earl’s innocence by finding this bunker?”

I checked along the extra tall wooden fence at the back of Earl’s property where I knew a “Keep Out” sign was posted just on the other side. “I don’t know anything yet. I’m just trying to gather as much information as I can, which is why I need to go to the funeral tomorrow. Are you sure you won’t come with me?”

“Honey, I would, but I have play practice. You’ll have to ask Benedict Arnold.”

 “How long are you going to be mad at Aunt Benedict, anyway?”

George ignored me. He was kicking something with his black dress shoe. The sound coming up from his foot was hollow metal. We both smiled at each other.

I’d never seen a bunker up close before, and if I hadn’t known this one was here, I would never have noticed it. The metal hatch doors had been painted grass-green to blend in with the overgrown backyard, probably overgrown for this very reason, and they were hidden behind a bush near the back of the property. 

I yanked on one of the heavy hatch doors, fully expecting it to be locked, so I was surprised when it wiggled a little. Seeing me struggle, George grabbed the handle and gave it a large yank. It creaked open. Earthy damp smells poured up from the opening, kind of like a coffin, only not as fresh. 

 A rusty metal ladder was attached to the main shaft leading down into the earth and even though it was dark and I couldn’t see the bottom, I could tell it went down a long, long ways. 

George was already shaking his head “no” when I looked up at him. “This is not safe,” he said, and, like always, he was right. “Don’t even think about it. The ladder could be rusted out in places… you could slip… there could be poisonous spiders or snakes or sharp objects.”

“Looks safe to me. I just need a flashlight,” I said, grabbing my cell phone out of my back pocket.

“Think of your children!” George’s voice rose to the high-pitch he usually only reserved for red-alert panic mode. “Do you really want Mark and Jessica raising your kids because you’ve fallen down a 30-foot metal shaft?” 

“I’ll come back later.”

George was already yanking on the hatch doors to close them. “Just promise me you won’t come back alone.”

“Sounds like Nancy Drew has her George.” 

George shushed me. “Somebody’s coming!”

I stopped all movement and listened. A loud laugh, followed by a hacking cough, someone spitting, then more coughing. 

George’s face lost all its color, and it didn’t have much to begin with. He climbed into the bunker and I followed him in, closing the hatch only as much as I thought was necessary to keep us hidden, trying not to give in to my claustrophobia, but with metal walls only about three-feet across, that was a little hard to do.

 I tightened my grip on the ladder as I clung close to the opening. The shaft smelled a lot like an animal died in a septic tank even with the hatch only partially closed, so I didn’t dare close it all the way, even though the voices were getting stronger.

 “So you think you were spotted?”

“Nah. The niece is the only one acting weird. I think she knows something.”

Are they talking about me? I’m a niece. I tried to peek out the sliver of light to see if it was Brandon, but I couldn’t tell. Whoever it was sounded like he was in a cologne commercial, so it was probably Brandon.

“Well, pour on more charm and find out as much as you can.”

I almost fell high fiving myself for setting him up with loud-mouthed Tracey. Fortunately, I caught myself.

“Don’t worry. I bet the neighbor knows stuff too. I’ll deal with her Friday night then I’ll deal with the niece.”

“Glad the police are finally done snoopin’ around here. Things’ll be easier now that they’re gone,” the husky voice replied. “Sure you don’t want one of these?” 

“No, remember? I’m allergic to lemons.”

I wasn’t sure what any of that meant, but I suddenly felt guilty for getting “the neighbor” involved in all of this. Even after the footsteps and talking left, I counted to 100 before I opened the hatch again

Air never felt so good. My hands were sweaty and achy from holding onto the ladder. I looked down. George was at the bottom waving his flashlight. His voice echoed off the walls. “Is the coast clear?”

I waved him up. He was out of breath when he got to the top.

“Honestly! I cannot believe the crazy things I do for you. At least we know the ladder’s safe. And in case you’re wondering, it smells just as good at the bottom.”

“What was down there?” I asked. 

“A main door. Of course, it’s locked. What did you hear up here? Anything interesting?”

I shrugged. “Nothing. Just someone getting lemons off Earl’s lemon tree.” I decided not to tell George anything he didn’t need to know. I was almost 100 percent sure that the voice was Brandon, but I had no idea who he was talking to, what he was doing, or why. And George was too close to hysterics already for me to tell him anything but a pat answer. I didn’t want to send him over the edge. Plus, they were picking lemons, so I wasn’t entirely lying.

I looked at my cell phone. My aunt had been texting for a while. “Aunt Mabel sees your Prius is still out front, and she wants to know if we’re okay.”

George rolled his eyes. “Don’t answer her. She should know what it feels like to worry.”

After dinner that night, I talked Lilly and Celia into watching their little sister so I could run out to the mall to find a black dress. After the bunker incident, a part of me wanted to give up on my little investigation. It wasn’t worth it, and it was starting to sound like it was getting dangerous. The other part of me was actually more energized by the danger. 

Once I got to the store, I quickly realized shopping was not nearly as fun, or as easy, by myself. Even though I had chosen three dresses online, I didn’t see any of them in the store. Rows and rows of pants, shirts, sweaters in juniors, petites… Where were the plain old black dresses at? 

An hour and a half later, I managed to find one that worked for all the practical occasions people say you need a little black dress for. 

One thing was for sure, every dress I tried on beat the navy blue velvet pantsuit from 1996 I wore to my mom’s funeral. That was back when Mark had control of our finances, so we only had money for the stuff he decided we needed. 

The salesgirl poked the hanger through the bag and handed me my new dress, and, despite the fact I had to pay for it myself, there was a bounce in my step on the way out with it. My self-esteem had come a long way in a short time. 

When I got home, as I was sifting through my bedroom closet to put my dress away, pushing dusty turtlenecks this way and that, I saw that old velvet pantsuit, hanging pressed. I pulled it out, and studied it on its hanger, the pant legs dangling over the side, the matching jacket in soft stiff fabric. I hung it on the closet doorknob. It almost seemed to wave to me.

“What do ya need a new outfit for?” Mark had said right before my mother’s funeral. “You’re only going to wear it once. And you know we can’t afford that right now.”

I waved back to the swaying velvet, went into the kitchen, and returned with a pair of scissors. Like a guest in the shower at a remote motel, my pantsuit never saw it coming. 

I threw it on the floor of my bedroom and snipped off a shoulder pad and the thick lapel. Then I sliced through the sleeves that had dared to confine my arms that day, making me feel like I couldn’t breathe right or move right or think right. Faster and faster I hacked. Velvet strings flew everywhere. They covered the carpet around my closet. Little strings fell onto my arms and legs… they even fell from my hair. I coughed up a little thread dust. But I didn’t stop. I kept slicing, again and again. 

Laverne nodded casually to me from the edge of my bed, apparently unfazed by the crazy woman sitting on the floor in front of her, carving up a pantsuit. I guess she must’ve known this day was coming for a while – the day I finally snapped. Oddly, I’d never felt more “in control” in my life. Maybe this was what my aunt meant about rebranding myself.

I don’t think I’ve ever looked forward to a funeral in my life, but I was kind of looking forward to tomorrow.




















CHAPTER SIXTEEN










TRACEY AND I went to the funeral together because apparently she’s my new best friend. I circled the parking lot, trying to ignore the totally unhelpful suggestions coming from the passenger’s side while I looked for a parking spot that wouldn’t require backing in. Motorcycles, RVs, Hummers, SUVs… some double-parked in the red. This place was packed. A group of scruffy-looking men in leather with head-bandanas slowly walked in front of my car. The one with the snake tattoo around his neck looked back and pounded on my hood, smiling up at Tracey.

“He’s cute,” she said, pulling the sun visor down so she could check her makeup. Was she really going to try to pick up men… at a funeral? I didn’t even know that was a thing.

I looked down at her stiletto go-go boots and mini. “Yep, I’m pretty sure you’re not here to say good-bye to poor Earl,” I thought as I scanned the parking lot for a beige sedan, Earl’s partner Vernon, his daughter Patsy, or the casserole lady who covered his head in baked ziti. 

My aunt had created a monster with this woman’s makeover.

Tracey wiped away stray eyeliner with her pinkie. “We’re going to be late. I told you we should’ve left an hour ago.” 

“Who knew Earl was so popular?”

I followed a funeral director who was motioning vehicles into a grass back lot and finally found a spot next to a group of bikers. Tracey practically jumped out of the car to walk in with them. I took my time because I wanted to look for clues. 

Earl’s church with its Mexican-influenced architecture and curved doorways sent shivers down my spine. It was ominous and white, and it reminded me of the sugar-cube California Missions assignment I am always the one gluing together last minute whenever one of my kids reaches fourth grade. 

I looked around, nothing seemed suspicious. Two men stood at the door handing out programs, and I instantly recognized the thin one with the big nose and long gray braid running down the back of his suit from the internet searches I’d done on Survivalist Supplies. Vernon Phelps. I smiled as I took the paper from him, and he winked. Was everyone here looking to hook-up?

Inside, the church was even more crowded than the parking lot. Camouflage and combat boots, stale tobacco and body odor. I never felt so overdressed at a funeral before. Even though there were a few spots left in the pews, the claustrophobia in me wouldn’t let me squeeze into them. So I stood at the back with the rest of the nervous types and looked around while Tracey wiggled her way into a tight spot next to a large sweaty man in a leather jacket.

Judith had just started speaking at the podium.  

“Earl Higgins. What can I say? Earl had his moments, that’s for sure. Love him or hate him,” she said as she put a pair of reading glasses on and looked down at her notes. “As you may know, my dad is Tank Bowman.” She paused like she was waiting for applause, and she got them. A standing ovation. 

“Thank you,” she said, closing her eyes like she was taking it all in before she went on. “My father would’ve been pleased to see that. As you probably know, Earl and I met at a prepper convention back when my dad’s Alzheimer’s was just starting to worsen. My dad would forget stuff. A lot of stuff. He would remember all the things I wanted him to forget like the times I forged his name on late slips in high school…” There was polite laughter. “Or the time I snuck out of the house to go to an Oingo Boingo concert…”

Judith chuckled. No one else did. Obviously not an Oingo Boingo crowd.

While she was talking, I saw Vernon Phelps sneak his way in and stand in the back not too far from me. I tried to form a plan. I needed to find a break in the speakers so I could go over and conveniently recognize him as the prepper celebrity he was. 

“And that’s what I’m sure Earl would like to be remembered for the most. The prepper conventions and helping people.” Judith finished by scrunching her face into forced tears and the crowd politely clapped. Perfect timing to get right next to my target. I nonchalantly wove my way around the crowd, dodging in and out of colorful tattoos. As soon as I got close, a zealous clapper with wild arms and crazy eyes shoved me right into Vernon, like he was trying to start a mosh-pit.

Great. I hadn’t meant to start this off with a boob hello.

“Hello,” he said, raising his shaggy eyebrows up at me when I stumbled into him.

“You’re Vernon Phelps,” I replied, ignoring the eyebrow thing. 

Vernon rested an arm against the extra large window sill. “The one and only. I thought I saw you looking at me as you came in. To be honest, I’m surprised anyone recognizes me anymore. Earl and Judith were always the famous ones.”

“Well, you were pretty famous too. You… You were huge for the prepper community,” I said, like I was part of that community. “Why are you standing at the back? I thought you’d be up front, making a speech or something.”

“Being in the limelight ain’t really my thing,” he yelled above Judith’s encore. She was apparently not finished yet even though the crowd was already groaning and ready to move on. He looked over at her. “Poor Judith. She has no idea she’s losing them.”

“Losing what?” I asked.

Vernon made a sweeping gesture around the church. “The crowd. She’s losing the crowd. People loved her dad, don’t get me wrong. But they don’t love her as much as she thinks they do. Like most women, though, she doesn’t know when to stop herself from yappin’.” He laughed. I didn’t. 

I felt like a prepper at an Oingo Boingo concert. 

He put his hand on my shoulder. “I’m kiddin’, you know that, right? I like you. I can tell you’re one of the quiet ones. How’d you know Earl?”

I pulled away from his touch. “I… I didn’t, not personally, I mean. I’m a huge fan, though, like everyone else here. In fact, I’m a freelance journalist writing a spec piece about the funeral and the end of Survivalist Supplies, which was one of the best prepper supply stores ever.”

He looked me up and down, a scowl formed across his face and I wondered if he was buying the lie. He leaned in closer. I could smell the cigar he had for breakfast. “You’e right. Survivalist was one of the best, wasn’t it? Look at how many people came to see us.”

I looked around and nodded. “That’s part of the reason I’d like to interview you, if you don’t mind. I think it could be huge.”

Vernon stroked the stubble at the end of his chin. His movements were slow and deliberate, and I couldn’t quite get a read on him. He reached into the pocket of his trousers. “I know the real reason you’re here looking for me,” he said. 

I gulped. 

He pulled a business card out of his pocket and handed it to me. “Most the people here, they won’t talk to you, huh? It don’t matter if you’re in the prepper community; reporters are not their friends. Everyone’s got a secret — their identities, how much ammo they got, where their bunkers are… I’m one of the few preppers who could use a little publicity. What did you say your name was?”

“Uh… Marcie,” I replied, instantly kicking myself for using my real name. I got the impression this man was one step ahead of me in the “hiding something” department, and I needed to catch up.

“Beautiful name, Marcie. You don’t hear that one much anymore.”

Judith was still talking, this time about how her dad would’ve loved Survivalist Supplies. Someone in the back yelled for her to shut-up. Someone else yelled for that guy to shut up.

Vernon smiled. “If you’ll excuse me. I’ve got to go take over things before Judith starts a riot.” He quickly moved through the crowd up to the podium. 

I looked down at his card:




Vernon P. Phelps 

Survivalist 

Marketing Consultant




No wonder this place looked like a prepper’s dream. Obviously, Vernon knew his marketing. After the speakers finished and people began lining up to pay their respects to the deceased, I caught up with Tracey, who was busy exchanging numbers with someone who looked like Bruce Springsteen circa 1983. I pulled her away, and we got in line together.

“Which one’s Patsy?” I asked. “Is she part of the family standing around the casket?”

“Yeah,” Tracey said. “She’s the short chubby one at the end.”

I stood on my toes and tried to see who she was talking about, but the group seemed to end with a squatty man in a baseball cap who looked like he’d rather be fishing.

“I don’t see her. Is she behind that guy in the camouflage pants?”

“She is that guy in the camouflage pants, or… er she’s the woman in them.”

Patsy smiled as someone hugged her, and I saw the resemblance to Earl right away, only she was missing more than a few teeth. I immediately understood why she must’ve hated her dad and his new wife. Where Judith is stunning, Patsy is anything but. And I didn’t get it. If Earl was so rich, why didn’t he pay to help his daughter fix her teeth? Poor thing. 

I looked over at Judith in her gorgeous designer dress, which she definitely didn’t get off the rack at the mall, and I started to hope Patsy did kill her dad. Not only that, I hoped she was about to get a ton in life insurance and I also wanted her to get away with the murder. “Go buy yourself a dentist,” I thought.

A large cross hung on the wall above the closed casket, and I immediately felt awful for thinking that. Church is a sad place to realize you’re a terrible person.

When it was my turn to offer my condolences, Judith looked right through me like she had no idea who I was. Of course, Dirk was by her side, the lost puppy waiting for attention.

“Hi, again. Just wanted to tell you how sorry I am for your loss,” I said to Judith, gesturing around the church. “It’s nice to see how many people loved Earl, though. How many lives he clearly touched.”

Dirk smirked. “If only they were here for Earl. Do you know how many autographs Judith has had to sign already? Her poor hand is tired.”

Judith ignored him and smiled. “Thank you,” she said to me.

I wanted to ask her more about the paper Earl had showed her the day before his death, but it seemed tacky to do it here, at his funeral. Still, I was here for a reason, and it wasn’t because I liked the deceased. I leaned into Judith as we shook hands.

“I was thinking about that paper Earl showed you the day of the baseball bat. Why was Earl so mad about it again?”

She turned her head to the side. “Why?”

I tried to think of a reason.

Judith didn’t wait for me. She went on. “I’m not sure how it proves anything one way or the other, though. It was just Earl’s signature on a fake vending account. He tried to say it wasn’t his… the ‘H’ was too swirly…”

“And what do you think?” I asked. 

“I think I’ll let the police handle it. But, if you ask me,” Judith said, pointing over to Patsy. “That’s who they should be concentrating on. I mean, look at her. She can’t even take her own father’s funeral seriously.” 

I looked over at Patsy. She was playing with the cigarette behind her ear.

Dirk leaned into Judith. “Do you want to ask her about the cat?”

Judith shook her head “yes” just as someone else stepped in to talk with her. “Oh Marcie, one more thing,” she said. “You work right next to Earl’s. I know it’s a long shot, but can you please be on the lookout for his cat, Doomsday. He was my cat too. I don’t know what happened to him after Earl passed away, but I’d like to get him back, a gray fluffy tabby.”

I completely understood. My cat was evil, but she was still mine. “You still have my number, right? Text me a picture.” I said, walking off.

“Doomsday,” Tracey said as we moved on down the line. “What a perfect name for a prepper’s cat.”

I nodded. “Who knew the old guy had a love for anything but guns, binoculars, and calling people ‘hussy?’” 

We made our way over to the woman at the end in camouflage and a baseball cap. “You’re Earl’s daughter, right?” I asked. 

She gave me a sideways glance, fumbling the cigarette she was still playing with. “Yep, do I know you?” 

Her overgrown eyebrows darted down in angry slants, and I lost my train of thought. Fortunately, Tracey saved me. “Hi Patsy. Not sure you remember me. I’m Tracey Mesner, your father’s neighbor. You came to a New Year’s party of mine once… uh, and I send you a Christmas card every year…”

Patsy just stared at Tracey. Tracey’s smile faded. “Anyway, this is Marcie.”

Patsy looked me up and down. “You a neighbor too?” she asked.

“No, no. My aunt is… er… was a neighbor, though. Your dad was clearly loved by a lot of people. I- I’m sorry for your loss.”

“You’re sorry?” she laughed, mouth wide open, and I saw her poor teeth were worse than I’d thought. There were only a handful left on the top, and her gums were covered in some sort of brownish ooze. “Look at this freak-show funeral, man! These people aren’t real preppers. They’re here cause they’re hoping to see celebrities. Look at my ex-stepmom over there, lookin’ like she stepped off the red carpet!” Patsy was getting louder now, and I wasn’t sure if the woman was drunk or insane. “And who are you, Ms. Hoity Toity in your black cocktail dress? I swear, I can’t tell if this is a funeral for a murdered prepper or a beauty pageant!”

She laughed herself into a throaty smoker’s cough, hacking until her face turned red. I slowly moved away. Tracey and I left. 

At least now I knew who was grabbing lemons in Earl’s backyard with Brandon.




















CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










OF COURSE, GUILT got the best of me the next day. 

Even though Tracey was a horrible gossip, I knew I shouldn’t have set her up with a possible murderer. And that was all I could think about after the funeral. Patsy and Brandon. How were they associated? A man who belonged in a Crest commercial and an almost toothless prepper, picking lemons and following people in sedans. And what did he mean a couple days ago when he said he was allergic to lemons? Are lemon allergies real? I decided to Google that later if I remembered.

Sitting at my desk, I picked up the phone to call off Tracey and Brandon’s dinner date, or to confess to Tracey how dangerous the situation was going to be… 

But instead I called George. “I know it’s last minute, but I need a dinner cruise ticket for tonight. Do you have any connections?” 

“Oh realll-ly?” he said in a voice that sounded a little like Thurston Howell mixed with the Godfather. “Why is it you only call me when you need a favor, huh? And that’s a huge one, Marcie, a real biggie. You know I don’t like to use my status as a local celebrity…”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes in case he could tell I was doing that over the phone. 

While I was talking to George, Chris and my aunt stopped by my desk on their way out, which made me wonder if the evil villain had slept over. 

“What’s the matter, sugar?” my aunt said in a voice so happy I knew the answer.

“Oh nothing. I just need a ticket to the Romance and Dance Dinner Cruise tonight, that’s all. And yes, sadly, just one.”

Chris shot me a quick half-smile as he texted something on his phone. The man barely had time to even smile properly. “Your aunt and I are headed down to the police station to answer questions and make an official statement.”

“Have fun,” I said, relieved to have the business to myself. I was also relieved my aunt was taking care of this whole “suspect business” and that Chris was helping her. 

He looked down when his phone dinged. “Done. Your ticket will be waiting for you when you get there. Don’t worry about the cost. I get these comped all the time.”

Chris buttoned his thousand-dollar suit while my aunt puckered into her phone-mirror applying bright pink lipstick. She shot Chris a lovesick, puppy-dog face and fake-kissed me “good bye” so she wouldn’t mess up her makeup. 

My mouth hung open as they left, and I barely heard George’s voice ringing out from the receiver, “Hell-oooo! Are you still there? Hell---oooo, Marcie!”

I decided not to tell him about the ticket. He’d just make me feel guilty for accepting something so evil. Something probably contributed by a mob boss, if those existed in California anymore, or a Russian drug dealer or a hit man or something. So instead I just blew it off, told George to forget the whole thing, and hung up.

I’d never been on a dinner cruise before, and even though it was kind of pathetic that I was going by myself, I still let myself look forward to it. I wondered what they were going to have for dinner. I resisted the urge to Google it. I had profile pictures to Photoshop, and a sleaze ball marketing consultant to call. 

The first profile photo I brought up was of a woman in her 70s who looked even older than her years. Bad lighting, bad angles, yellow teeth.

I began smoothing her skin out with my Photoshop tool, but not too hard. I only wanted to take off a few years. Overdo it and she’ll look like a 14-year-old. Next, I erased about a 16th of her arms off and brightened her teeth a little. I knew a lot of people thought of Photoshop as false advertising, but I look at it as creatively creating a good hair day — for about half the cost of plastic surgery. I just needed to make sure everything looked natural, including the lighting. Weird shadows, smudges, and lines were all telltale signs of a bad Photoshop job.

 The sleaze ball’s business card stared at me from my desk the whole time I was erasing arm jiggle. I picked it up and flicked my finger with it, wondering how someone who was part owner of something as huge as Survivalist Supplies was suddenly a marketing consultant now, a job that always seemed borderline fake to me. 

I got my cell phone out to call the number on the card and saw that Mark had texted me: “Can’t take the kids this weekend. Sorry.”

My face grew hot and I didn’t realize I was balling up Vernon’s business card in my fist. Mark was the one who had changed weekends in the first place because he wanted the kids to help celebrate his anniversary with Jessica. Apparently, he had something big planned, which kind of bothered me because he had never planned anything special for any of our many, many anniversaries… and they were wedding anniversaries, not “dating” ones.

I quickly texted him back. “I have a date, so I can’t do it either. You made this arrangement, so I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Sorry.”

“That’s right,” I said to myself. I have a date… a pathetic dinner date with myself on a cruise, but Mark didn’t need to know any of that. Or maybe he did. I picked up my phone again before I lost my nerve, my hands so shaky I could hardly hold the phone right. I quickly texted him again. “A romance and dance dinner cruise tonight, the one I wanted to go to for our 20th.” 

He’d never done anything like that for me, but he could eat his heart out now because my fake date sure was.

Feeling overly happy with myself, I dialed Vernon next while I was on my bold-and-powerful roll, mumbling “please don’t pick up” to myself as I dialed.

“Vernon Phelps,” he said, after the first ring.

Of course.

“Hi Vernon. I don’t know if you remember me. It’s Marcie. We met at Earl’s funeral yesterday.”

“Oh. Marrrr-cie,” he said in a way that made me cover myself with my sweater. 

Somehow, I was able to hold back my throw-up. “I was hoping we could schedule that interview we were talking about.”

“Let’s meet for dinner.”

A part of me was seriously tempted to see if he wanted to go on a dinner cruise. “Actually, I have plans.”

“A boyfriend? A husband?”

“No, I wish. Why don’t I come by your office on my lunch break today instead?”

“I was going to the shooting range at 12:00. Do you want to meet me there? It’ll probably be a great place for photo ops for your magazine piece.”

“Good idea,” I said, looking around the office for my aunt’s digital camera that I used for profile pictures. I forgot a marketing consultant would probably know what to expect when it came to the media. He would probably be suspicious of a journalist taking pictures with her cell phone.

“I’ve never been to a gun range before. I’ve never even held a gun before.” I admitted.

There was a pause. “Don’t worry. You’re in good hands. I’ll take care of you.”

I instantly kicked myself for agreeing to do this and for admitting I had no idea how to use a gun. I was supposed to be a part of the prepper community, and probably everyone in that community went from a baby rattle to a shotgun by the time they were able to walk.

 “Okay,” I said. “Which gun range should I meet you at?”

“The one near my house. The San Ysidro Gun Enthusiast’s Club.”

“You mean… near the border?”

“Si Senorita. That’s the one. See you at 12:00.” 

He hung up, and I realized my whole lunch break was going to be spent just on the drive there and back. Good thing my aunt wasn’t here to see how long of a lunch I was about to take.




---




The outside of the gun range looked like a fancy lodge, a dark wooden cabin with lots of windows. Vernon was outside, smoking a cigar, practically posing by the barrel-shaped ashtray when I pulled into the parking lot a little after 12:00. As soon as I stepped out of my car, I started clicking off pictures like I was the paparazzi or something. Even though my degree is in journalism, I’d only ever written rejected short stories or novels, nothing real-life, so I was really only guessing at how to do this believably. 

But if I was doing anything wrong, Vernon didn’t let on. He bit his cigar and looked off at the humungous Mexican flag, so large it was barely able to wave in the wind, on the other side of the border. He looked different today with his long army green jacket and gray patrol cap. Thinner, weaker almost. I took a picture of him with the flag in the background because he seemed so interested in it.

“Banderas monumentales,” Vernon said, pointing at the flag. “Isn’t it beautiful? One of Mexico’s monument flags. That’s not even the biggest one.” He mashed his cigar out in the barrel, picked up the duffle bag at his feet, and we went inside.

 Getting set up took longer than I thought it would— signing paperwork, listening to the training instructions, getting my “ears and my eyes,” which just meant protective gear… They sure make it seem less time consuming for newbies to shoot guns in the movies. I looked at the clock. I was never getting back from lunch before my aunt did.

 Vernon suggested I start with something called a 9 mm beretta because he said it was fairly easy to use. I nodded my agreement like I cared. I was just eager to shoot something. 

In the booth, he showed me how to aim for the target. “Lean forward…” he said from behind me, practically whispering into my earmuff. He pointed to the paper outline of a man hanging in front of me. I wondered if he thought of Earl when he was shooting, his ex-partner, the man who had embezzled everything from his company, the reason he had to be a “marketing consultant” near the border right now. 

The gun was heavier than I thought it’d be, and pulling the trigger took more force than I was prepared for. The jolt after I squeezed the trigger made me stumble back a little, right into Vernon’s waiting arms. Vernon laughed as he caught me. 

I looked at where my bullet had landed. No wonder he was laughing. It hadn’t even hit the paper, but it was exhilarating and fun, and I almost forgot all about the interview. 

“You’re doing great,” Vernon said.

“Thanks. We need to get started on the interview, though, because I don’t have much time.”

“Hay mas tiempo que vida,” Vernon said. 

“That’s beautiful. What does it mean?” I asked.

“There is more time than life.” He answered.

“Oh,” I said, like that cleared things up. I broke out my recorder, placed it on top of my purse and turned it on even though I wasn’t sure what it was going to be able to pick up with all the gunshots going off around us. “How long did you know Earl?” I asked, picking up the gun again. 

“Oh, Earl and I went way back.”

“Really? How’d you meet?” I leaned forward and pulled the trigger. This one hit the top of the paper, still nowhere near the outline of the man, though, but I beamed when I saw I’d hit the paper, on just my first day.

“Raise it up to your eyes. Otherwise, you’ll have no control of your shot.” Vernon took the gun from me. “Earl and I go way back. We met in the army. Vi-et-nam,” he said with an accent on each syllable. “He’s the only reason I moved to San Diego after the war. He helped me get a job. I helped him add on to his house. We helped each other, even went to the same church for a while, back when I was so inclined.”

“I’m sorry you lost such a good friend,” I said.

“Yeah, I guess we used to be, that’s for sure. You really get to know a person in the bunkers of Vietnam, even though you weren’t really talkin’ too much in there. Most the time, you’re just waiting out the enemy, still as a rock, quiet as a corpse with the heat and humidity beating down your back, flies pickin’ at the sores on your skin… making you feel like you were already dead…” His voice trailed off like he was in a trance. “Just wait, wait… waiting for someone to show themselves, so you could…” He lifted the gun and let off three quick shots without falling back at all. “Yep, you really got to know someone. That was then, though.”

One of his shots hit the paper man in the head, one in the heart, and the last one right between the eyes. I never even saw his arm move.

He seemed a little too good at sneaking up on people, waiting until they least expected it, and letting them have it.

Next, Vernon brought out a shotgun and showed me how to pump it. I tried not to squeal when I saw it, even though I felt like I was in the movies.

Firing the shotgun sent me stumbling back even more than the first gun when I pulled the trigger. The smell of gunpowder filled our area, and I realized, once again, I’d missed terribly. “I’ll never get the hang of this.”

“You’re doing better than Earl’s ex-wife did when we took her shootin’, and her dad was a famous prepper.”

I laughed, happy to be better than Judith at something. “So why did Survivalist Supplies go under?”

“I think you know the answer to that.”

“I heard Earl stole everything. Is that true?”

I was gesturing with the gun as I talked, and Vernon quickly took it back from me. “Earl changed a lot when he met Judith. You see…” He looked at his nicotine-yellowed fingers. “Sometimes I forget I’m talkin’ to the media. Is this on the record now?”

“Look,” I said in my most reassuring tone. “I’m not that kind of journalist. Whatever you want to go in the story will go in the story. I’ll send you a copy first before it airs for your approval. I promise.”

I turned my recorder off. He seemed happy with that, and just to make sure he bought that I was a real journalist and not a nosey “trial basis” receptionist at a matchmaking club, I took out my camera again and snapped more photos while he was shooting. Only a real journalist would do that.

He almost posed, puffing out his rail thin chest. He licked a finger, smoothing down a bushy eyebrow as he raised the gun up to eye level. “Yeah, like I was sayin’, Judith had money and fame from her dad, but she was a first-class… how should I say this in mixed company? Let’s just say she was a witch who didn’t know the first thing about prepping. She was lucky she had me and Earl to run Survivalist Supplies for her.”

I pretended not to know that. “For her? I didn’t know she was involved.”

“Oh yeah. Survivalist Supplies was her idea, but she was too dumb to run it. I shouldn’t say she was too dumb, even though she was. She’s book smart and all when it comes to business and finances. And she’s part of the prepper community because of her dad, but it takes more than that. She don’t know squat when it comes to people. She had no clue what her own customers wanted or how to market to them. She still thinks people care about her artsy music or designer bags when it’s all about the marketing. It’s all about connecting with people. Everybody knows that. Heck, she wouldn’t even know a rifle from a shotgun. And what prepper doesn’t know that?”

He laughed, but I wouldn’t know the difference either, not that I was a real prepper.  

“Earl and I became partners. He had the money and I had the know-how.” Vernon fired off two rounds, without really needing to line anything up, hitting the target with ease like a bad guy on TV, and I snapped my camera away like I cared.

Vernon continued. “Earl changed a lot. He actually wanted Survivalist to start a designer clothing section. Can you imagine? We were going downhill even before Earl…” he looked down. “Well, you know. Before the whole offshore account and the embezzlement came up.”

“What happened when you found out about that?”

Vernon’s easy-going smile sunk. His scowl made his brow wrinkles deepen. I wondered if a gun range was the best place to be a snoop. He went to answer then stopped himself and took a deep breath. “Earl and I already weren’t talkin’ at that point.”

“Why?”

Sweat dripped from under his patrol cap. “We just grew apart. And that’s all I’m saying about it to the media.” He shot several rounds into the paper target, tearing the target-man’s face to pieces. When he finished, he finally looked over at me. “You probably have to get back to work, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to think of a creative way to ask a few more questions before we wrapped things up. “Just a couple more questions,” I said, because I’m not very creative under pressure.

“All right,” he said to my surprise. He unzipped his duffle bag and began taking apart his guns. “What’s your first question?”

 “What are you up to now?” I asked.

“I’m glad you asked. I still do marketing for select clients,” he said. “Make sure to put that in your article, in case someone wants my services. I did all the marketing for Survivalist Supplies. I took that company from nothing to… heck, it was worth more than $100 million in its prime. And I was the reason for every last dollar.”

“What did Earl do?”

Vernon wiped a gun down with a rag from his duffle bag before putting it away. He didn’t say a thing.

A short Mexican man in dark pants and a black polo shirt came over to us when we got back out to the lobby. Vernon shook his hand like they’d known each other forever. His shirt said, “Range Security Officer.”

“Vernon Phelps, speak of the devil,” the man said. “I heard you were here. Long time no see, my friend.” He turned to me. “I see you had the best teacher. Tracking, hunting, shooting. I don’t think there’s a gun around this man wouldn’t know how to handle.”

“Mas sabe el diablo por viejo que por diablo,” Vernon laughed, a little too easily. “The devil’s experience means more than his name.”




















CHAPTER EIGHTEEN










ON MY WAY back to my aunt’s, I decided to pop into Earl’s church since it was located in Kensington and I was probably just going to close up shop anyway at this point. My lunch took longer than I thought it would, and I needed more time to get ready for the dinner cruise tonight. 

Just like every other job I’d ever had, I was blowing this one, taking long lunches that turned into longer lunches that turned into “Well, I should just go home at this point.” No wonder I was only working on a trial basis. I wondered if I would be hired on permanently at the end of the trial period.

I pulled into the church and easily found a parking spot this time, now that the prepper funeral was gone. Energy drink cans, cigarette butts, and Earl’s funeral service programs littered the parking lot. I got out and walked over to the large chocolate brown candy bar church doors, and tugged. They were locked.

I knew it was going to be a long shot, coming to the church like this, but I just wanted to see if I could track down the casserole lady who found Earl’s body last Saturday morning. Maybe get a name and number. Maybe find some excuse to interview her.

The church felt a lot different than yesterday. Very quiet. Almost eerily quiet without a million preppers milling around. A dog barked in a nearby apartment, and I almost took off running. Why was I so jumpy? Probably because I’d just gotten back from the gun range, I told myself.

After checking more locked doors, I finally found one that was open on the side of the sanctuary. I searched through the disintegrating tissues still in my purse, found my recorder and took a deep breath. I had no idea what I was doing here.

 “Hello?” I said over and over as I walked through the sanctuary’s main aisle past empty pews and a fancy black piano. 

A small Mexican woman in her 70s rushed in from the back room when she heard me, her reading glasses dangled from her neck in place of jewelry and her reddish brown hair was cut sensibly short.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“Maybe. I know Earl’s funeral was here, but was this Earl Higgins’s church?”

“Yes,” she said, standing back to look at me better. “Why?”

“I’m looking for a friend of his, maybe you know her.”

“Well, I’m the church secretary, I know everyone here. Who are you looking for and why?”

I quickly realized I should’ve thought up a lie in the car or something. Usually they flow out pretty easily, but not this time. Nothing was flowing. I decided to be honest. “Uh… I’m looking for a woman who used to bring him casseroles. Maybe you know her? I believe she found him last Saturday after he passed away.”

Her face dropped into her chin wrinkles. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said, turning around to head back down the hallway. “But if you’ll excuse me, I’m very busy…”

I watched her walk away. It was a bad idea, anyway. I had a matchmaking club to close, and I needed to get ready to stalk a stalker.

She turned back around and looked at me, her eyes pleading with me to hurry up and leave, making me wonder why she needed that to happen so badly.

I ran and caught up to her. “Look, I can see you’re busy. I’m actually very busy today too. I’m on my way to a dinner cruise so I have to be at the dock in a couple hours, of all things. So trust me, I know what ‘very busy’ is,” I said, like I was somebody important. She didn’t look impressed. “I just want five minutes of your time…”

She raised her hand to cut me off. “I’m sorry. You may be very busy, but I’m incredibly busy and I have no time for this. Please see yourself out.”

This wasn’t a busy contest. But if it were, I’m sure I would be winning. Church secretaries were some of the least busy people on the planet, and this one seemed particularly nervous about how busy she was or wasn’t all of the sudden. 

She scurried down the hall, and I followed her through the employees-only sign. The corridor smelled just like I remembered church smelling back when I used to go regularly, kind of like a mixture of citrus cleaner and old books, but we were moving so fast I hardly had time for nostalgia. Even though this woman knew I was right behind her, for some odd reason, she pretended I wasn’t and hurried her pace.

We both headed into her office, which was a virtual cat-lover’s paradise, with cute cat knickknacks and funny cat sayings everywhere. A poster of a cartoon fat black cat eating Halloween candy hung on the wall next to another one with a sombrero. Obviously a cat person. Good. Maybe I could pry her with our mutual love of cats.

Her nameplate read Carla Rameriz. She sat down and put her glasses on, still pretending I was invisible, and I popped in behind her to see what she was trying to hide.

I could hardly believe I was being this bold, but I seriously had no time for politeness. I still had to shower the gunpowder smell off of me, which I was sure had made its way into every crevice of my being.

Seeing me come up behind her, she quickly moved her mouse around to get rid of the screensaver she had up, which was some old picture of a couple hiking through what looked like a rainforest or something. Probably a screensaver of her ex-husband, I guessed. She wasn’t wearing a wedding band so she was probably divorced like me. I suddenly wondered if I’d be some sad cat lady clinging to the good-ole days with Mark when I got older. 

Cats, yes. Mark, no.

She put her earplugs in and started typing away at her keyboard like I wasn’t right behind her. I quickly looked to see if it was anything interesting. Nothing but a sermon. She was just transcribing a sermon. Why on earth was she acting so “incredibly busy,” being all nervous and suspicious when she shouldn’t be? 

It dawned on me. “Carla,” I said, pulling an earbud out of her ear so I was sure she could hear me. “I bet you make a mean baked ziti.”

She looked up. If eyes could punch you in the face, these would be swinging. 

“Why are you here?” she asked through pursed lips. “Are you a detective because I’ve already given my statement to the police.”

She is the casserole lady! I patted myself on the back. Check one off for Nancy Drew. 

I tried to hold in my excitement. “Look, like I said before, I just want to ask a few questions, My Aunt Mabel was Earl’s neighbor…”

“Mabel? So your aunt is the lady who owns the brothel with the huge lips in front of her garage? The murderer? Figures.”

Okay, crazy cat lady, now you’ve gone a bit too far.

I tried to hide my anger. “I don’t know what Earl told you, but her business isn’t a brothel.” 

“Honestly, I don’t care what it is. I have nothing to say to you. Good bye.”

She went on typing, but I didn’t get up. I checked the time on my cell phone. It was getting later and later, and I still had to close up shop at my aunt’s “brothel” and go get myself dinner-cruise ready, which basically meant breaking out my one black dress again.

I tried the empathetic approach. “I know it must’ve been hard finding Earl like that. I’m sorry. But my aunt had nothing to do with it.”

Carla shook her head. 

I took that to mean she was finally listening, so I continued. “I’m also looking for Earl’s cat. Have you seen him?”

Carla turned to face me. She opened her mouth like she was going to say something, then stopped herself. She looked away. “Doomsday. No, I don’t know where he is. I’ve been looking for him too.”

I could tell by her softening expression, I was making headway. So I went for it. “I’m going to be honest. I don’t think Earl swindled the money, and I’d like to clear his name and figure out who murdered him. But I have to ask you a few things. I heard you spilled baked ziti all over his face…”

She looked up, her glasses were fogging over.

“I’m just wondering how that happened.”

“Why on earth would I answer your questions?” Carla’s arms were shaky twigs hovering above a keyboard. “Why are you trying to figure anything out anyway? Let the police handle this.” Sweat poured from her temple, and she seemed out of breath.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yes, I’m fine. Fine as anyone can be, I guess, who has to talk to the niece of the woman who likely murdered a good friend.”

“My aunt did not murder Earl! Stop saying that! You’re the suspicious one here as far as I can tell.”

“Just go!”

I got up to leave, but apparently not fast enough. Carla stood up, took off a turquoise peep-toe sandal, a surprisingly cute shoe choice for a woman her age, and began shooing me away with it by waving it around my face. 

“If you hit me with that, it’s assault,” I said, then instantly wished I could take it back. It was a petty way to try to intimidate her. And it didn’t work. She rushed at me, shouting about the cops, trespassing, my aunt, and murder. 

“Why did you kill Earl?” I yelled as I ran down the hall and through the sanctuary as fast as my ballet flats would go.

I could see that Earl must’ve been pretty important to her, but my aunt was pretty important to me, and this woman was accusing her of having a brothel and of killing someone. Still, the only thing I could do about it was run. And fortunately, even as out of shape as I was, I could still run faster than a senior citizen with one shoe. The woman followed me out to the parking lot, throwing her sandal at my car as I got in and drove off, like my car hadn’t seen worse than that on an everyday parallel parking job. 

By the time I got back to my aunt’s, there was no time to get any work done, so I just started shutting down computers and closing up shop. The office looked the same as it did when I left. My aunt’s bright pink lipstick was right by the side of her laptop, just where she’d left it. I checked the main house.

“Aunt Mabel?” I yelled into the dim shadows of late afternoon. No one answered. Maybe my aunt hadn’t been home at all, the entire day. I breathed a sigh of relief and closed the door to the house again. An extended lunch like the one I just got back from might be hard to explain, especially for a person working on “a trial basis.” I didn’t want to lose the one job I finally actually liked. 

I moved my finger across the trackpad of her laptop so I could hit the shut-down option. “What’s this?” I said when I saw the document she’d left open on her screen. It was a spreadsheet she was apparently in the middle of filling out, but listed in the box reserved for the owners of the San Diego Matchmaker’s Club…

“I don’t think I was meant to find this. Was Chris part owner of my aunt’s business?”




















CHAPTER NINETEEN










THE WHOLE WAY down to the dock, I couldn’t stop thinking about my aunt and Chris, wondering just how sketchy the place I was working for was going to get. And poor George. He was not going to be happy to know his brother owned half the matchmaking company, if I ever decided to tell him. I decided I should tell him. 

I checked myself in the rear-view mirror as I wove in and out of the busy streets downtown on a Friday evening. The restaurants and bars were just starting to fill with tourists. I spread my fingers into my hair, trying to smooth it down at every stoplight. I hadn’t had much time to get ready when I’d gotten home. So I probably shouldn’t have tried to straighten my hair. It was a rush-job, which meant it wasn’t fully straightened. 

I looked out at the fog that was rolling in from the water. Of course, it had to be a foggy night. My partially straightened hair was already expanding and I knew I was going to look like Ms. Frizzle stuck her finger in a light socket by the end of the cruise. Whatever. It wasn’t like I should care how I looked around Brandon anyway. He was a crazy creepy stalker who was still on my list of suspects. I was only on this cruise to make sure Tracey was safe, seeing how it was my fault she was in danger in the first place. 

Stupid puffy frizz.

I looked at my dashboard clock. It was almost 5:30 and the website said the cruise ship left at 6:00, no exceptions. 

My heart raced under my black dress. I needed to hurry. I swung my car down the one-way street I knew the dock was near. I was never going to find parking, and even if I did, it was going to be downtown San Diego parking, which required expert parallel parking skills, the kind where hills and narrow spots were involved. I was going to have to pony up $20 for a regular parking-lot spot. 

“Breathe, Marcie,” I said to myself. “Maybe there’s mysterious money somewhere around here.” I rolled my eyes, knowing I had more of a chance looking outside for some. Still, I checked my purse. Nothing but lint. Just as I was searching around my glovebox, a red car pulled out in front of me, cutting me off. 

Jerk. I went to flip the guy off, then I almost cried. The red car had left a spot at the end of a row, one I could just drive right into it, no parallel parking skills needed. Metered parking until 6:00, and there was still money on the meter.

“Woo Hoo. Thanks jerk!” I said, waving to the now-gone red car. I quickly got out and ran the rest of the way to the dock, fully aware that my hair was going to look like a q-tip by the time I reached the cruise ship. 

As soon as I boarded, a waiter handed me a glass of champagne, and I snatched it so quickly I spilled a little on my dress. I didn’t care. This had been one heck of a day and I was ready to relax. I walked over to the railing and looked out over the ocean. Another beautiful night in San Diego. The horn blew and the ship pulled out from the dock. 6:00 on the dot. I’d made it. 

I watched the steady stream of the ship’s wake as it moved along the ocean, the lights of the downtown buildings shimmering and dancing on the water. Seagulls cried overhead and I thought I saw something jumping along with the boat, maybe a seal, I wasn’t sure. I leaned against the railing and tried to see the jumping creature, allowing the champagne to ease my mind. As we moved away from the city, dance music played loudly in the background. Couples laughed and mingled with each other, and I suddenly felt really, really… out of place. What in the world was I doing here? I wondered if I should try to find Tracey and Brandon. I looked around, gorgeous laughing 20-somethings at every angle. I gulped down the rest of my champagne, suddenly realizing I was the puffy-haired old lady here by herself. 




---

Stumbling against the rocking of the boat, I made my way into the dining room. With so many people still on the deck, I thought I was arriving early to dinner. A short maitre d’ stood behind his “greeting desk,” and I quietly asked him if it was possible to seat me near Brandon and Tracey, “close, but not too close to be creepy-weird or anything, preferably in a dark corner too, if you have that.” He looked at me like I’d just asked him to rip his tiny mustache off and feed it to me on a cracker. But he grabbed two menus, then checked his notes and put one back. “Follow me,” he said, nose in the air.

We passed by smiling couple after smiling couple. I kept my eyes on the floor, trying not to make eye contact in case one of the couples was Tracey and Brandon, but I also didn’t want to miss them.

“Is this to your liking?” the man asked, pointing to a small table for two by the waiter’s station. I nodded and he smacked my one menu down by my water glass, quickly sweeping the extra place setting away, as if he had to announce to the world, “Hey! We’ve got a loner over here!”

I sat down and grabbed my lone water glass. 

“Marcie?” a voice said. Great. I knew who it was without looking up. If Brandon or Tracey asked what I was doing here, I was just going to tell the truth. No big deal that the jig was up. I looked up. Mark was walking toward me, dragging Jessica Fitz with him! 

I told my face to smile. “Oh hi! What are you two doing here?” 

“Jessica and I decided to celebrate our first anniversary on a dinner cruise, without the kids,” he said, matter-of-factly like that’s what couples did, even though that’s not what we ever did — not even on our wedding anniversary. 

“So this was the special thing you had going on tonight?” I said, trying to add casualness to my voice, even though I wanted to run screaming from the dining room and throw myself overboard. “And you didn’t bother to tell me this when I texted you that I was going here tonight… great.”

Jessica was wearing a bright red dress that showed off way too much cleavage and her blonde hair was up in a tight bun. She looked stunning. But for some odd reason, she looked me up and down in a way that made me think she thought I was her competition. I decided I was reading things wrong. Even in my black dress with half-straightened hair, I still had 10 haggard years on the woman and you can’t Photoshop real life. Still, I never remembered getting that look from her before. 

I smiled and flipped my frizz to the side. “Well, congratulations. A whole year. A-mazing.” 

“So you’re here on a date too?” Jessica asked, gesturing to my single place setting. Lipstick coated her teeth, and I half-chuckled to myself because there was no way I was going to tell her. 

“Yes,” I replied, my voice a little too small and quivery to be the least bit convincing. 

“Oh, it must be with Brandon,” Mark said. He pulled on the stubble of his graying goatee as he talked, something he only did when he was nervous. 

“Wait. What? Who did you just say?” I asked.

“I’m sorry,” Mark said, smiling. “Violet told us you were seeing someone named Brandon, so I assumed…”

“Yes,” I said, mentally kicking myself for telling a blabber-mouthed seven-year-old something so stupid. “That’s right. I am here with a man named Brandon. Where are you two sitting? I hope not too far away.” I asked, raising a shaky glass of water up to my lips, but being too out of control to actually sip it. I put it back down and looked around for the maitre d’ to reseat me.

Jessica pointed, “Oh, we’re way over there. Best seats in the house. Window seating.”

I gave them a quick thumbs up. “Nice. Good to see you both.”

They moved on, and I was left fuming. That man had four days out of the whole month to spend with his kids, and he had to have Lilly babysit for one of them, not that I hadn’t asked her to babysit a lot lately. But what really made me upset was the fact that he had taken Jessica Fitz out on a Romance and Dance dinner cruise to celebrate their first dating anniversary — something he never did for me. Whenever I had wanted to do anything remotely romantic, it was always something “we couldn’t afford.”

I strained my neck to find the waiter. I needed another glass of champagne as soon as possible. 

And then it hit me. Mark could afford to do stuff like this because he wasn’t paying much in child support. He was able to splurge on fancy anniversaries while the kids and I were stuck eating mac and cheese.

The waiter came around to ask me what I wanted and I managed to grunt out two words, “Champagne please.”

As he walked away, I noticed Tracey and Brandon three booths behind him. I sat up to get a better look at my favorite couple.

I was glad to see Tracey wasn’t wearing her trademark mini and go-go boots again. And I had to admit, she looked cute in her short blue cocktail dress. Cute but not happy. The woman’s hands were waving frantically around her reddened face as she talked. She hit her fist against the table, almost knocking wine onto Brandon’s perfectly tailored James Bond suit. I rolled my eyes at his over-the-top fashion choice. He pulled away from Tracey’s flailing fists and said something… but I couldn’t tell what.

I leaned in, pulling a chunk of frizz behind one of my ears, à la Bionic Woman. When I was a kid watching that show, I always thought amplified hearing was the least necessary of any super power ever. Now, I could see just how beneficial that power would be. I couldn’t hear a thing over the sounds of the dining room.

I decided to get a little closer. Grabbing my menu, I casually ducked behind it.

The dining hall was filled with laughter and clinking glasses. Wait staff in black vests and white tops bustled this way and that, weaving their way almost invisibly among the tables and patrons. I snuck up behind one while he took an order near Tracey and Brandon’s table.

“I don’t believe you and that’s that,” Tracey said, or at least I think that’s what she was trying to say. Her words were pretty slurred. She snatched her wine glass from off the table, spilling wine onto the tablecloth as she swayed a little to the side. She chugged down the rest of her drink, and wiped her mouth with her arm. “Anyone who’s been teaching as long as you say you have should know all about the Common Core.” 

Brandon didn’t say anything. Tracey stood up, letting out a loud burp. She smiled at herself, tossed her napkin onto the table, and swirled a finger through the air in front of Brandon’s face. “You’re a liar. That’s all there is to it. I’m going to the ladies room. While I’m gone, try to think of a better lie.”

On her dramatic exit, Tracey bumped into me, but stumbled on by through the aisle without looking up. I wasn’t sure what to do. She was mad. She was drunk. What was going on? Should I follow her? I took a deep breath and scooted into her spot, across from Brandon. 

I couldn’t believe I was being so bold. 

Brandon smiled when he saw me. “Oh hey, Marcie. I was wondering when you’d come over and say ‘hi.’”

My face dropped. How had he known I was here? Well, it didn’t matter. His jig was up too.

“All right, Brandon, if that really is your name,” I said like the whole Tracey confrontation was part of a master plan or something. “Let’s talk about who you really are and why you’ve been following me and my aunt.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY










THE LIGHT ABOVE the table made Brandon’s blue eyes look all the more menacing, like the creepy glass eyes evil villains usually had. He unbuttoned his suit jacket and slowly brought his glass of wine to his lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

Did this guy really think he was James Bond? Too bad no one else was buying it.

“Look,” I said. “You can drop the Prince Charming act. I saw you in a car that was following my aunt. I googled your name and got nothing. Even a drunk woman who is barely able to stand and keep her eyes open at the same time knows you’re a liar about being a teacher. Care to explain?”

He leaned back, the vinyl booth crunched and sunk around his broad shoulders. “Nope. I don’t care to explain. I’m sorry you were expecting a full confession just because you demanded one, but that’s life.”

Okay, for the record, the Perry Mason in me wasn’t expecting a full confession, but I was expecting at least half of one, maybe some beads of sweat, a twitchy lip, a shaky hand or two. Something to let me know I was on the right track. I got nothing. I bunched my lips to the side, trying to think of my own cool thing to say. Two could play at this cool game, if I actually knew how to be cool. He leaned forward and sipped his wine. He was enjoying this. I could tell.

“If you follow my aunt again, I’ll have you arrested.”

He smiled in such a way little crinkles formed around his forehead, making me hate him even more. Smoldering eyes, chiseled chin – he was used to women falling all over themselves when he looked their way. Not this girl. The waiter came around, carrying a wine bottle. He lifted the bottle over my shoulder. “Mademoiselle, just as you requested. Cabernet…” The man coughed on his words when he saw my face and realized I wasn’t the woman he’d been expecting. He and Brandon exchanged a knowing kind of “ladies man” nod.

“No,” I said to the guy as he poured the wine. “This is not what you think. We’re not together. He’s here with someone else, and I’m here alone.”

The waiter smiled and walked away. 

Brandon seemed to be eating every awkward second up. 

I took a sip of Tracey’s wine, seeing the pink lipstick mark along the side a little too late to avoid it.

I wiped my face with her napkin, which was probably dirty too. “Did you hear the part where I said I’d have you arrested if you…”

“Followed your aunt again,” he said, finishing my sentence for me. “Yeah, I heard it.”

“Well… all-righty then,” I said, not quite sure how to exit gracefully. “That’s all I wanted to say. That, and if you so much as hurt a hair on Tracey’s head…”

I lost track of what I was saying. He was staring at me, and technically, I guess I was staring back at him in a childish staring-contest kind of way with neither of us flinching.

“I see they moved you to a little better table,” a voice behind me said. I turned around. It was Mark and Jessica again. Great.

“Oh yeah,” I said, looking around for a rock to crawl under so I could die with dignity.

“Is this Brandon?” Jessica asked, laughing for no reason while touching Brandon’s arm. What was she trying to do — steal this man away too? Not that he was mine to steal, or that I wanted him to be.

“So we finally meet the famous Brandon, the man you’ve been seeing. Your hot date,” Mark said. He pulled wildly on his goatee.

Brandon raised an eyebrow at me, and my face turned about three shades of red. “Your hot date?” he said. “Wow, how flattering. I had no idea you thought that way about me, much less talked to people about it.” He turned to Mark. “You know so much about me, but I have no clue who you are…”

“Marcie’s ex-husband, Mark.”

Brandon lifted his wine glass at me. “Your ex-husband, Mark. Marcie and Mark…”

Mark nudged me and chuckled. “Marcie Mark and the funky bunch, that’s what they used to call us in college.”

Jessica scowled. Mark stopped smiling. “You know, because of Marky Mark?”

Brandon slowly sipped his wine. “Marcie Mark, together again. Funny seeing your ex here. You would think this would feel awkward, but strangely, this doesn’t feel awkward at all, does it, Marcie?”

I shrank in my seat. 

Brandon motioned with his glass. “Please sit down,” he said to the couple, scooting over. Mark sat next to him. And I couldn’t believe this was actually happening.

I stood up. “I’m going to run to the ladies room, if you’ll excuse me.” 

Jessica grabbed my arm. “I’ll go with you.” She practically squeezed it like we were besties about to share a secret. Newsflash, lady: we’re not friends anymore. You did away with any semblance of that when you fired me and started dating my husband.

“I’d rather be alone if you don’t mind,” I said through gritted teeth, pulling my arm away from her grasp. Jessica looked down at her sparkly clutch purse, and I almost felt sorry for her. Did she miss our friendship? 

Just as I turned to leave, erroneously thinking the night could not possibly get any worse, Tracey came stumbling back to the booth. “Marcie? Brandon? What’s going on here?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” Brandon said to me. “Marcie, care to explain?”

Everyone turned and looked at me. My upper lip twitched.

“Nope,” I said, practically hitting Jessica in the head when I snatched my humungous purse from off the booth. 

“I’ll tell you later.” I whispered to Tracey as I passed her on my way out, casually running my hand along the back of my dress to make sure it wasn’t hiked up into my underwear or something. This was already humiliating enough. 

I felt my face growing hot and my eyes tearing up as I pulled my dress down, strutting away. I never looked back. I wasn’t going to give them the satisfaction of knowing how upset I was, especially not Brandon. And to think, I thought he was a nice guy that first day with the Princess Bride references and the tiger claws… 

I grabbed a couple croissants from off of a silver tray full of rolls and fruit on my way by the wait station. Perfect dinner. There was no way I was returning to the dining hall, or anywhere else where there might actually be people. Much like middle school, while the cool kids ate and had fun, Marcie Henderson was about to go sit in a bathroom stall, bawling her eyes out. At least this time I had a phone with lots of apps to help pass the time. Take that, cool kids.

I looked back. Brandon was watching me out of the corner of his eye. 

I bit off the end of the croissant and tried not to notice. I heard Jessica’s smug voice, cackling loudly above the rest. “So let me get this straight. Brandon was your date, Tracey. He was never Marcie’s… what?” 




---




I was sitting in the lounge area of the bathroom, spilling my guts into my Notes App when Tracey caught up to me. She yanked my phone out of my hands before plopping down on the puke green ottoman at my feet. “Really? You’re writing this all down?” She said after glancing at my phone. “Is this really a night to remember for you?”

“It’s for my new book.”

“Like Gonzo journalism, gone really sad. Hunter S. Thompson, look out.” She was only slightly slurring her words.

I told Tracey about Brandon, the sedan that was following my aunt, and the real reason I set her up with him.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have put you in danger just to get some intel. I’m not very good at this detective thing or this matchmaking thing or… this friend thing, apparently.” I looked up at the pock-marked paneled ceiling tiles. “I’ve never really had many friends. And if it weren’t for my aunt, I wouldn’t even have a job. Kind of pathetic, huh?”

She handed me my phone back. “You know, back when I was married, I used to live vicariously through all the divorced people I knew. I thought they had the life. Dating and trips… all the Facebook stuff they’d post. It looked like one big flippin’ party. And then when it happened to me, I realized just how lonely it is sometimes. My kids are grown and there’s just so many times you can clean an empty house. This is the first time I’ve gone out in ages. Unless you count Earl’s funeral.”

I laughed. “Me too,” I said. 

She held her hand out for me to grab. “Come on. Let’s go order something expensive and charge it to Brandon’s card.”

I shook my head. “No thanks. I’m not going anywhere. The last thing I want right now is to see my ex and the guy who’s been stalking my aunt in a car with Patsy Higgins…”

“Patsy Higgins?” Tracey stood up and adjusted her cocktail dress. “That guy and Earl’s daughter?”

“Yes,” I said as a plan formed in my mind. “You said you sent Patsy Christmas cards every year, right? So you know where she lives… Maybe it’s time the stalker turned into the stalkee.”

Tracey gave me a fist bump. “I do not know what that means, but I’m bored and retired, so I’m in.” 




---




I waited until I heard the sound of a vacuum at the end of the night before I emerged from the bathroom. The wait staff was busy clearing dishes and glasses from an empty dining hall. Most looked up, surprised to see someone tiptoeing by. 

The same waiter from before winked and nodded at me while he wiped wine spills with a rag, giving me that same knowing look.

I shook my head. “No. You’re wrong again. I know you think there was a guy in the bathroom with me. But there wasn’t. That’s not why I’m sneaking out.” 

He didn’t say anything and I gave up trying. It was probably better he thought I’d had a bathroom tryst than know the pathetic truth. I winked and smiled back. 

I couldn’t believe feigning a hook-up was the way I was saving my dignity at this point in my life. At least I still had a great parking spot. So, not a long walk of fake shame.

Cold wind smacked my face as I made my way out of the boat and across the dock to dry land. The sound of waves crashing against the shore made me feel a little seasick again. Had this day really happened? 

I headed down one of the side streets, still feeling like I was walking on a boat. Laughter and dance music spilled out from the bars in downtown, which were just starting to fill as the night progressed. I looked at my cell phone. It was only 9:45, but it felt like closing time. 

I thought about Brandon. Why wasn’t he the least bit surprised to see me on the cruise? Had he known I was going to be there? Was he watching me too? Following me? And all this time I’d thought I was being so clever.

I picked up the pace, skip-running to my car, barely able to outrun the shadows that seemed to lurk at every corner. The good thing about having an outdated, oversized minivan – it’s easy to spot. I pointed the clicker at my Odyssey, my hand shaking so hard I couldn’t get it to work right. I clicked it again and again. The shadows were closing in… 

Ba- Beep.

Phew. I’d made it. I sat in the car a second and breathed, relieved my night was over, relieved nothing was really following me. Time to go home, sleep off the humiliation, and regroup. I still had a murder to figure out. I went to back my car out of the spot, but it barely moved. 

Chi-chug, thump. Chi-chug, thump.

I knew before I looked. Two flat tires. Great. I sniffed back a tear, reminding myself not to freak out even though there was nothing I could do. I didn’t have AAA because it was one of the many things I decided to cut out this year so the kids and I could actually eat. I only had one spare tire, and I didn’t even know how to change it out anyway.

I riffled crazily through my large purse, finally finding my phone. I went to call George, noticing my battery was at one percent just before it shut off. I guess I shouldn’t have spent the whole cruise killing time in the bathroom playing on random apps. I threw the phone onto the passenger’s seat and collapsed into my steering wheel, letting the tears cool my face. I didn’t even bother to wipe them away.

“Come on, Marcie,” I said to myself. “Get it together.” I couldn’t help but wonder if it was a coincidence that this tire-slashing thing happened right after I had confronted Brandon on the boat. Me and my big mouth, threatening to call the cops again. Why did I always do that? Apparently, it just seemed to anger people. 

There was a tapping on my window. Tears fogged my eyes, but I could still see who it was. Jessica Fitz. Of course.

“Helloooo. We saw your car when we were leaving. Do you need help?”

Another perk of having a beat-up brown 1998 Odyssey that almost no one else in San Diego drives — you get recognized a lot, kind of like being a celebrity, if people pitied celebrities. 

I was about to tell Jessica Fitz that no I certainly did not need her help when Mark walked up behind her, chiming in. “I’ve got triple-A and an extra tow, so don’t worry about it. It’s nothing.”

This was definitely not how I wanted to spend my Friday night, waiting with my ex-husband and my ex-boss for a tow truck to arrive, talking endlessly about the weather and the Chargers. It was what we didn’t say that said the most — my “hot date” with Brandon, where I was for the remainder of the cruise after it was found out that I didn’t really have a hot date with Brandon, why I would lie about having a hot date with Brandon…

Once the tow truck driver got me all hooked up, I knew I had to say it, and it was the worst part of my entire evening. It came out about as easily as Fonzie trying to say “I love you” on Happy Days. “Th-th… th-th… th-thanks, you guys.”

Jessica put her hand on my shoulder. “It’s the least we could do, right, Mark? Pretending you had a hot date on a Romance and Dance dinner cruise, that’s… uh… rough.”

Mark was smiling under his overgrown goatee. “I just don’t get it. Were you trying to ruin our anniversary -- make us jealous or something? How did you know we were even going to be there?” Mark asked as he signed some paperwork on a clipboard for the tow truck driver.

“Wait,” I said, wishing I could crawl into the bathroom again. This was worse than the waiter’s mix-up. “I texted you that I was headed on a dinner cruise tonight, not the other way around. So how on earth can you stand there and say I went on the cruise to make you both jealous, to ruin your anniver…”

The tow truck driver interrupted me, handing me a neatly folded blue piece of paper. “This was on your windshield. You ready to go?”

On my windshield? How had I missed a large piece of blue paper on my windshield? I opened it. The note said:

Curiosity killed the cat




















CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










GEORGE PICKED ME up for work the next day after I told him about Prince Charming, the humiliating cruise, and my slashed tires. He was wearing a light blue polo shirt and an “I told you so” grin.

“You know I don’t like telling you how to run your Nancy Drew Detective Agency, kiddo,” he said when I got in. ‘But you’re lucky you didn’t get hurt.”

I shook my head. I knew he was right. 

He wasn’t done. “You should’ve told someone about Brandon and the real reason you needed a ticket for the dinner cruise, which by the way, how did you find one?”

I lied without entirely lying. “Oh that? Aunt Mabel still has connections.”

I looked out the window at the streets as we passed. “George,” I said, finally getting up enough nerve. “I need a favor.”

“You used up your last favor the day I helped you find that nasty bunker, remember?” he said, turning onto my aunt’s street. “Which, for your information, my shoes never fully recovered from. And I’m doing you a huge favor now, picking you up for work…” He looked over at me, and I tried my best to give him sad puppy eyes. 

“No,” he said again. “That puppy-dog act has begun to mean danger.” He sighed. “So whatever it is, no. No. No. No. What is it?”

“I need to go on a stakeout after work…”

He pulled up to my aunt’s. “I don’t know how you’re going to do that. Your car is in the shop and my car isn’t going anywhere dangerous.”  




---




“Anyone else want some French fries? I’m about done with mine,” Tracey said from the backseat, tossing a crumpled In-N-Out bag onto the middle console. 

“Careful with that. I don’t like crumbs in my car.” George opened the bag and shoved a handful of fries into his mouth while he read over his script. “Let me know if anything interesting happens,” he said. 

I looked out at Patsy’s home. Even though it was uphill from the street, I could still tell there wasn’t much happening there. One of the doublewide’s windows was boarded up with duct tape and plastic, and it was dark.

“I thought stakeouts were fun,” Tracey said, lying across the backseat. “We’ve been at this all day.”

“A half an hour,” I said. “We’ve been at this a half an hour. So tell me more about your date with Brandon and what happened after you left me in the bathroom.”

“I would’ve stayed with you in the bathroom. You were the one who told me to go. Remember?” Tracey said, pulling a hunk of French fry out of her teeth on her way to sitting up. “It was fun, but nothing weird happened. We talked sports most the night with your ex. Did you know he has a mint-condition Tony Gwynn rookie card?”

I felt my cheeseburger rise up in my throat. I swallowed it back down. “Oh yeah?” I said. “I’m not sure he has that anymore. I mean, I haven’t seen it in a while.”

Tracey tugged on the teeny-tiny ponytail she’d managed to put her hair into and winked at me. “That’s a real shame. But things get lost a lot when people get divor…”

“Everybody duck!” George gasped, practically throwing his script onto my lap. We all crouched down in our seats as a brown sedan pulled up to the lone mobile home at the top of the hill. George’s panic mode kicked in. “They’re going to recognize my car. They’re violent killers, and they’re going to recognize my car…”

I shushed him. “There are millions of Priuses in San Diego, George. Shhhh. Besides, it’s only Patsy.”

I tried to hide the disappointment from my voice. A part of me wanted Brandon there too so I could stalk the other stalker, turn the tables on the jerk from last night.

Patsy’s long stretchy shorts hung down below her knees as she plodded her way across the steep dirt driveway, apparently completely oblivious to the Prius stalkers below her, her greasy brown hair swinging from side to side, long and straight.

“So you think she did her dad in?” Tracey said, loudly. “And to think, I was going to send her a condolence card.”

I shushed her. 

“Poor thing,” George whispered. “You’d never know she was the daughter of such a well-to-do embezzler. Look how she’s living, in a shack. In a shack.”

“That killer will probably be living next door to me and Mabel soon,” Tracey said. “She inherited Earl’s house.”

“Oh my goodness! That’s right.” George practically screamed.

 I shushed them both again. I knew I should’ve gone alone. These two were the loudest detectives anyone could go on a stakeout with.

Patsy brought around a large blue trashcan up the hill to the side of the house then she went inside and slammed her door, causing the whole place to shake on its nonexistent foundation.

“Now what?” Tracey asked. “You guys wanna see a movie?’

“No. We need to wait here to see what she does next. There has to be some sort of incriminating evidence. She and Brandon need to at least pay for my tires…”

There was a knock on my door. I looked over and just about fell out of my seat. A police officer. George turned on the car and I rolled down my window.

“Afternoon, officer,” I said. “What’s the matter?”

“Maybe you can tell me. I got a call about some suspicious activity outside this residence. Some peeping Toms sitting in a Prius.”

“Nope,” George said, regaining his composure. “We just pulled over because we were lost and needed to check some directions. Nothing illegal about that. Is there?”

“Can I be of some assistance or can I assume you know where you’re going now?”

“We got it. Thanks.” I said, and we took off down the street. After we left, I turned to George. “You sure know how to handle cops.” 

“I watch a lot of crime shows,” George said. “But I actually don’t know where we’re going… can someone punch in our address into the GPS because I wasn’t kidding about needing directions?”

“The freeway’s back that way,” Tracey pointed.

George turned the car around at the next driveway and waved to the police officer as we passed him again. He didn’t notice. He was too busy talking to the passenger side of the brown sedan. 

Brandon had been in the car all along? The nerve of that hypocritical stalker, calling the cops on someone else’s stalking. But how on earth had he gotten them to come so quickly? 

I told George to pull behind an old RV in someone’s driveway and we waited until we saw the police officer leave.  

I looked down at my hands, my fingernails were digging little ridges into my tightening fists. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do first – kick butt or slash tires, but I knew things were about to go down.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










THERE IS A point in everyone’s life when they have what I like to describe as an exorcist moment. Your head spins around, and you lose all control, like it’s not you anymore. You just start spewing nasty stuff.

That was me.

I marched up the hill to Patsy’s mobile home, almost tripping on what looked like a rusty lawnmower and a random couch spring, not even caring when my last tetanus shot had been.

First, I stopped at the sedan, pulled out the In-N-Out napkin from my back pocket, and wrote down the license plate number. I got it this time. If that car ever came around my aunt’s, I was going to report it.

I looked back at the Prius. Tracey and George were nodding their approval. I threw the napkin in my purse and went up to the door.

The blinds were drawn and the place smelled a lot like mud. Loud cackling laughter rang out from the inside. I knew they were laughing at us. 

I pounded on the door, both fists. Sometimes, when I feel the exorcist moment coming, I can stop it from happening and calm down. This was not one of those times.

Brandon looked out through the blinds, and his face dropped. I saw it. Good.

“I ought to slash your tires!” I yelled through the still-closed door. “And I’m sure I can find something around this junkyard of a place to do it too!”

Brandon flung open the door. Leaning against the door frame, he flashed a crooked smile. “That’s a little extreme, don’t you think?”

The smell of Ben Gay spilled out from the darkened house in front of me.

“No,” I said, shaking my head a little too “bobblehead” forcefully. “No sir, I actually don’t think that’s extreme enough.”

George ran up the hill and Tracey followed. The Calvary had arrived. 

“Hey Tracey,” Brandon yelled when he saw her. 

Tracey waved, and I shot her a look. Don’t wave to the enemy. 

Lifting a foot onto the door frame, Brandon got even more comfortable. “Aren’t you worried the police might come back?”

Somehow, I managed to keep my cool even though this man made me so mad I could scream. “What world do you live in?” I snapped, biting my lip. “Has life really been that simple for you that you think threatening people and slashing tires is okay so long as you flash a smile and apologize the next day?”

“I don’t remember apologizing for anything. But then, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I ran the conversation through my head again. Rats. I thought he had apologized. 

George was slightly out of breath from walking up the hill. “Please don’t bother being coy,” he said. “You slashed her tires last night, as if it wasn’t bad enough that you completely humiliated her on the cruise.”

Now I shot George a look. You’re supposed to be helping me!

Brandon put his hands in his pockets. “Okay, I’m stumped. What are you all talking about?” 

“He’s talking about this!” I yanked open my purse and easily found the blue piece of paper. I shoved it in Brandon’s face. “I ought to go to the police with this. It was left on my car last night after someone slashed two of my tires.”

Brandon took the note. “And apparently, you think I had something to do with it.”

I ran my finger under my eyes, fixing the eyeliner I knew was starting to run as my face heated up. “Yes. And they have cameras all along that street,” I said, like I actually knew. “I should review the tapes. I should call the cops.”

Brandon handed me back my paper. “You should. Do it.”

I threw it in my purse and dug out my phone. “I will.”

“I suppose you have proof. You know the cops were just here three seconds ago. They’ll probably wonder why you didn’t tell them about all of this then, seeing how this is the house you happened to stop at when you needed directions…”

I put the phone back in my purse while I thought everything through. 

Brandon’s face was serious now. “Look, I was a jerk last night on the cruise, and a jerk right now when I called the police. And, for those, I apologize…”

“You can’t pay for new tires with a lame apology,” Tracey yelled from the side. 

He ignored her. “I hope you figure out who wrote that note and slashed your tires, but I had nothing to do with it.”

I looked him in the eye to see if he was lying, but I quickly looked away when he returned my stare.

He stepped closer to me. “It does look like you might be in over your head, though. Whoever wrote that note sounds like they might be dangerous.” He moved closer still, until he was about an inch away from me. Part of me wanted to take off down the hill. The other part wanted him to move even closer. 

 His gaze went from my eyes to my mouth then back again. “I advise you to go to the police. Come on in.” He motioned for me to follow him into the house. “I’ll give you a number for someone I know there who can help.”

“Oh sure,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I’m sure you know the whole police force. We’ll just walk right into your darkened death house so you and Patsy can hack us to pieces. Throw us into your basement freezer.”

“Don’t be silly,” Brandon said. “This place doesn’t have a basement.”

An old woman in a wheelchair shuffled her way behind Brandon using her socked feet to propel herself. She chewed mindlessly on her gums and lips. “Brandy, who is it?” she said. “Close the door. We’re letting the heat out.”

She shuffled away, back into the dark corners of the house. 

Brandon shrugged. “I guess I’ll see you later,” he said. “Grammy’s orders.”

He closed the door, but I was nowhere near finished talking. I began pounding on the door, first one fist then the other, over and over and over. I was a single mom with three kids working at a sketchy place on a trial basis. Somebody needed to pay for those tires. 

The door opened, and this time, I was looking in the cataract-covered eyes of Grammy. Her long hair fluffed wildly on the sides. Her faded flower dress hung half-opened in the front, revealing a long pink scar across a sunken chest. She grabbed onto the side of her wheelchair and hoisted herself up to a standing position. I tried to talk, but she didn’t let me. 

“Nobody here slashed your tires. Got it?”

I felt my voice getting lost somewhere in my throat. “I-I… How do you know?”

She sucked her lips in as she spoke. “Because Brandon is a cop.”

Brandon came up behind her. He gently grabbed her thin shaky arm. “Was a cop, Grammy. I retired two years ago, remember? Sit back down. Relax.”

She sat in her wheelchair again, sucking on lips. “Now either come in or stay out, but we’re closing this door ‘cause I pay a fortune in heat.”

I found my voice again, and my nerve. “Okay, Brandy the ‘police officer,’ why were you and Patsy following my aunt? I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for that. And why would a police officer be hanging out with Patsy? Patsy is a…”

Patsy shoved her way past the wheelchair and into the doorway. “What about Patsy? What were you going to say about me?” Her eyes were two little slits poked into a pumpkin. “Don’t you dare try slashing my tires either. I have video surveillance on this place.” She pointed up to a camera mounted with zip-ties to a rusted-out rain gutter. 

“Your mobile home has cameras?” I said, taking a step back so I could see the set-up better.

“I’ll handle this,” Brandon said, pushing by the two women in the doorway. He stepped out onto the porch and closed the door on the ladies behind him.

George was the first to react. He pulled Tracey toward his car. “We’ll be right down the hill if you need us. Just a holler away. And don’t try anything crazy, Officer Brandy. That camera is recording everything… probably.”

Brandon handed me the business card he was carrying. It looked official for a detective in the San Diego Police Department, but I still didn’t trust it. I shoved it into a back pocket of my jeans. “Whatever.”

He tilted his head to the side as he smiled at me, and I told myself I didn’t care. 

I sat down on the porch, and put my head in my hands. “You really a cop?”

“Was.”

“So that’s how you got the police to come here so quickly.”

“Yep.”

I chuckled. “Oh-kay. I still don’t get it, though. Are you some sort of private detective? Why are you working with Patsy? Is she a cop too?”

He kicked a foot against the concrete step I was sitting on. “No. Patsy… Patsy’s just a friend. A long time ago, back when I was a rookie, I was called out to Earl’s house a lot. Domestic disturbance calls. Let’s just say, the man was not a nice guy. He didn’t hurt anyone, but he sure liked to smash things with a baseball bat.”

I nodded. I could see that. 

“But I felt the worst for his teenage daughter, Patsy. I kind of took her under my wing. We lost touch over the years until recently, after Earl’s murder...” 

“So you seriously don’t think she had anything to do with that?”

“I know she didn’t. She takes care of her grandma almost round the clock, poor girl.” He pointed up toward the rain gutter hanging like a rusty blade above our heads. “And that camera shows her car never left this driveway that night. I know it’s not much, but I also know Patsy.”

“You’re right,” I said. “It’s not much.” 

“Patsy’s just as convinced that your aunt did it. Trust me. And you have to admit, it all seems kind of fishy. Earl looking into your aunt’s business, causing all sorts of problems for her. And then the man conveniently turns up dead. I looked into your aunt. She’s no saint.”

“She didn’t do it, and you know it.”

“Kind of. But then, any number of people could’ve killed Earl. Judith, Vernon…”

“Yeah,” I said. “I interviewed that guy at the gun range, so I saw that firsthand.”

“You went to a gun range with a suspect?” Brandon shook his head. “You’re something else.”

I decided that was a good thing and let my toes curl a little.

He stood up, brushed his hands off on his jeans then held out a hand to help me up. “Well, I’m glad to hear you’re giving up your Angela Lansburg routine.”

I scrunched my face, ignoring his hand. “It’s Angela Lansbury. And who said anything about that? Now that I know you’re a private detective, we can share notes.”

He chuckled, like I had been joking. “Call the number on the card. The guy’s a friend of mine, owes me a favor. I, uh, also put my personal number on the back, in case you have any problems.” He looked me up and down, shaking his head. 

“What?” I asked. 

“You’re pretty brave, that’s all.”

I bit my lip so my smile wouldn’t grow crazy-lady large.

 “But, this isn’t a game. That note wasn’t meant to be funny. It’s getting dangerous.” His voice caught on the word “dangerous.” He looked away, holding out his hand again for me to take. 

This time I grabbed it, and pulled myself up. My heart pounded into my throat. I wondered if I should trust anything he was saying, wondered if I’d see him again. There was something different, maybe even dangerous, about this man. He gave my hand a little squeeze before letting go, which I wasn’t expecting. I pulled away then mentally kicked myself for making things awkward. I didn’t want the conversation to end. I quickly tried to think of something else to say, preferably something witty. I got nothing, so I blurted out, “Just out of curiosity, did you know we were hiding in the backyard that day you and Patsy were pulling lemons off Earl’s tree?”

“Of course. We saw you go back there. You’re not exactly sly. The Prius was right out front.” 

Rats. I should’ve thought about that. It was a good thing Brandon hadn’t been the killer. George and I would’ve been sitting ducks. 

Brandon looked over at the house. His hair almost shimmered in the sun. Someone was peeking through the plastic of the duct-taped window. “I gotta go,” he said. “I promised I’d fix a leaky faucet, and a window. Now that I’m back in touch with Patsy, I’m gonna try to fix whatever I can around here.”

He put his hands in his pockets and rocked on his feet. 

Realizing about a second too late that was my cue to leave, I quickly turned and almost fell off the porch. I heard Patsy cackling through the plastic covering on the window. Brandon jumped off the porch, just missing the couch spring, and followed me down the hill where George and Tracey were waiting in the Prius.

 “One more thing,” I asked before we reached the car. “Are you really allergic to lemons? Is that really a thing?”

He stopped. His lip curled just enough to let me know how he felt. “Honestly?” Looking back at the house, he lowered his voice. “I just don’t like them. If I say I’m allergic, no one will ever make me anything with lemons in it. Patsy’s already mentioned some sort of pie like three times.”

“I knew it.” I said, pointing my finger at him. 

He didn’t let me finish. “Call the guy. And let the police handle things from now on.”

I opened the car door. “You’ve just never tried my lemon meringue pie before, that’s all.” I called back over my shoulder. “Because I make mine with stolen lemons. Everything’s always better when it’s stolen.”

He waved good-bye. I got in the front seat.

“Did you just tell a police officer everything’s better when it’s stolen?” George asked, turning on the Prius. “Whatever. Let’s go pick up your car. You owe me big time for this. Big time. I’ve had to pee for almost an hour, but there was no way I was asking to use the facilities.”

I kissed George’s cheek. Stubble scraped my lips a little. I tried to slow down my heart, smoothing out my jeans even though they weren’t wrinkled. “It’s been 20 years, but I think I may have just flirted, or I tried to. I definitely tried to.” I felt my cheek. It was trembling. 

“Girl, you have been out of touch for way too long if you thought that was flirting,” Tracey said from the backseat. “Unless you flirt like an Amish fourth grader. Don’t worry. I’ll teach you.”




















CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE










SITTING AT HOME that night eating Rocky Road for dinner (because when there are no kids, I don’t have to pretend to be a role model), I replayed the hand-squeeze Brandon gave me earlier in the day. Over and over, and all the tingles that came with it. Every cell in my body knew I shouldn’t be attracted to that guy. He had treated me terribly. He was more than a little dishonest and sketchy. And probably dangerous. But just like Rocky Road ice cream, sometimes you just crave the stuff that’s not good for you. 

I pulled out the business card from my back pocket, and flicked its edge. Who else had known I was headed to that dinner cruise? Had I mentioned it to Vernon? Judith? Then it hit me, and I dropped my spoon. Chocolate ice cream plopped onto my SDSU sweatshirt. 

But why? 

I picked up the phone and called George. “We’re going to church tomorrow.” I told him as soon as he answered.

His voice was surprisingly calm. “Unless this is God Himself, I am not setting my alarm clock.”

I quickly told him all about the casserole lady and the shoe confrontation, and his voice rose to the high pitch I was hoping to hear. “So you think she wrote the note and slashed your tires?”

I swallowed another bite of ice cream. “Well, she knew I was going on the cruise. She knew what kind of car I was driving because she threw her shoe at it…”

“But why?” George asked. “Why would a little old church lady go and slash your tires?”

“That’s what we’re going to find out tomorrow.”

---




George complained the whole way to church the next morning. “Why am I the first person you call when you suddenly think of something dangerous to do?”

“How on earth is going to church on a Sunday morning dangerous?” I asked. 

George barely looked up from his steering wheel. “So let me get this straight,” he said, peeking in the rearview mirror at a stop sign, fluffing up his perfectly styled hair. It didn’t look any different when he was done fluffing. “You think this 70-something-year-old church secretary went downtown Friday night, drove around street after street until she spotted your minivan. Then she got out of her little-old-lady car with her dainty, little-old-lady knife so she could slash your tires…”

I bunched my lips to the side. When he said it like that, it did sound a little crazy. “I almost didn’t remember this before, but she was the only person I told where I was going last night besides you and Mabel and Chris…”

“I knew it!” he yelled, almost missing the next stop sign. He hit the brakes at the last second, and I flew forward into my seatbelt. “I knew it. Chris gave you that Romance and Dance dinner cruise ticket, didn’t he? Et tu, Brute? Et tu?”

“Does it really matter at this point, Caesar,” I asked. “It’s just one more thorn in your side, really.”

 George threw his nose in the air as he pulled out from the stop sign. 

 I put my hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry. I’m not really sure what happened between you and your brother to make you hate him so much, but if it means that much to you, I’ll only be mean to him from now on. I promise.”

He turned back toward me. “Thank you. That’s all I ask.”

After rounding a corner, we came to the white adobe-brick roofed church with the Mexican architecture and parked in the lot. “So what’s our plan?” George asked getting out.

It suddenly occurred to me I should’ve thought of one. “O-kay,” I said slowly, buying time as we walked. “Carla has to be busy during the church service. So you keep an eye on her while I check to see if she has blue typing paper.”

“Oh dear Lord this sounds foolproof,” George said sarcastically. “I don’t even know what the woman looks like. And your whole case hinges on blue paper.”

Choir music filled the street as we approached the church. I ducked behind a sidewall when I saw Carla standing outside, handing out programs. 

“That’s her,” I yelled to George, pointing as I wove in and out of my hiding spot. George nodded to me and strutted toward the small short-haired lady in front of the chocolate bar doors. He shook Carla’s hand and took a program.

“You look so familiar,” I heard her say.

George beamed. “I get that a lot. I’m a local actor. You’ve probably seen me in one of my many plays, all around San Diego.”

She smiled and welcomed him. They walked into the church together, talking about his upcoming Christmas play in Coronado. And I saw my chance to sneak in. I stood at the back, staring at a packed church, realizing I needed to cross the entire sanctuary during the service to get to Carla’s office on the other side. I looked around for George. He was sitting toward the front next to Carla. 

Sitting down in the back pew, I waited. In the middle of “How Great Thou Art,” I was able to move up two pews. While heads were bowed, I moved up like seven, scooting in between a tissue box and an older couple playing tic-tac-toe. George tried not to call attention to me, but I caught him looking over every once in a while. From the way he was shaking his head, I could tell, he wanted me to hurry. 

I got my break when it was time for the congregation to greet each other and introduce visitors.

Carla took the mic. “We have a local celebrity,” she said as I snuck into her office, rolling my eyes. I knew George was eating that up. Local celebrity. He was just waiting for someone to persuade him to sing something. 

Please just don’t talk the man into singing, I thought. I won’t hear the end of it the whole way home.

Carla’s desk had almost nothing on it, no random tissues, stacks of bills, pens…nothing. Neat people are always suspicious to me. I could hear George belting out Amazing Grace in the background, and I shook my head. If he had to sing, he could’ve at least picked a longer song to drag the service out, buy me a little time here. 

First, I went to her computer to get a better look at that screensaver picture, except it was no longer an old picture of her hiking through the tropical forest with a man many years ago. It was a cute kitten peeking out from a pumpkin. Figures. I didn’t really think she was hurrying back to her computer so she could transcribe a sermon. She hadn’t wanted me to see that picture.

Crouching down, I checked a couple of drawers. “I bet she got rid of that blue paper too,” I said as I riffled through her stuff. I pulled out her planner and thumbed through it. It was just full of church scheduling stuff. Rats. But when I went to return it, pictures and paper scattered at my feet from the back of the book, and I quickly picked them up and scanned through them as I stuffed them into the planner again. There, amongst the random invoices and photos of older ladies in huge hats, was a tattered faded photo of a couple hiking. The screensaver. 

I knew the woman in the picture was Carla, but who was she with? The picture was fuzzy and it was hard to tell. I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and went to take a picture of the picture. But I saw George had texted me one minute ago. “Carla on way. Get out.”

Great. I stuffed the picture in my back pocket and threw the rest of the papers in the planner again. I was about to close the book when I noticed one of the papers had the words Survivalist Supplies on it… an invoice, maybe. It couldn’t be the invoice, could it? Probably not.

The door to the office swung open.

“Out!” Carla said, bursting in. George was right behind her. Seeing me with her planner, she snatched it from my hands before I had a chance to pocket the invoice. She turned around and pointed at George. “I knew you looked familiar. I used to see you all the time, going into that brothel next door to poor Earl’s. How dare you come in here, pretending to be a celebrity?”

“He is a celebrity, kind of,” I snapped, looking down at the drawer I had just opened, spotting colored paper in it. “Look Carla, I’m only here because I got an interesting letter on my car the other night,” I said. “It was typed on blue typing paper, very similar to this.” I pulled a piece of blue paper out of the drawer. “The note said, ‘Curiosity killed the cat.’ You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you, cat lady… who loves cat sayings and blue paper?”

“You’re crazy.”

“My tires were slashed right after I told you where I was going. Right after you followed me out to the parking lot, threw a shoe at my car, so you knew what car I was driving and that I’d be away from it for several hours while on a cruise. They have surveillance cameras all over downtown, you know?”

“Then I suggest you go to the police and look through that footage because I don’t know anything about it, and I don’t like to be accused.” Her neck muscles were strained and her face shook a little as she talked. 

George pulled me out of her office. “That’s exactly what we’re going to do,” he said. “Don’t think we won’t. My brother’s a lawyer. See you in court.”

I gave George a huge hug on our way out. “I know that was hard. I’ve never seen you throw your brother’s weight around before.”

“I never knew you were such a good detective before,” he said. “I completely believe you figured out the mystery of the blue paper and those tires. But why?”

“I think this might have something to do with it,” I said, pulling the photo out from my back pocket.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR










ON THE WAY out to the car, I looked the photo over. The back had an inscription on it, but it just seemed like faded gobbledygook, almost too illegible to read. I tried anyways. “Well always…”

George grabbed the photo from me as we walked through the parking lot. “We’ll always have… something. Something that starts with an H.”

I looked over his shoulder. It definitely started with a curly large H, all right.  “We’ll always have Hawaii? Maybe. I don’t know.”

 “It’s probably Hawaii. Is the guy Earl?”

“Who knows,” I said, taking the photo back. “This picture was taken so long ago it’s hard to tell. I also saw some sort of invoice for Survivalist Supplies in her planner. Why would Carla have that Survivalist Supplies invoice?”

I got in the car. George was smiling into his steering wheel. “I knew they were going to ask me to sing. I can’t go anywhere without that happening.”

I tried to ignore the big head beside me.

I held up the photo… then it hit me. A large swoopy H on the word Hawaii and on the invoice? It all made sense. My hand shook as I fumbled through my large purse to find my phone and the business card Brandon had given me yesterday.

I flipped it over and punched in the number.

“What is it?” George asked, turning on his car and pulling out. 

I could barely get the words out fast enough when Brandon answered. I didn’t even give him time to say “hello.”

“I think I know who did it,” I said. 

“Who is this?” he asked. “I don’t recognize this number.”

I felt stupid for not saying who it was, for not giving him time to answer his phone or react. Of course he didn’t recognize my voice…yet. “It’s Marcie.”

“Oh hey, Marcie,” he said, in a lilted “happy-it’s-you” tone that made me almost forget why I was calling. 

I fumbled to remember my words. “Uh… Did the police run a lab report on the casserole they found all over Earl’s face?”

“Yes.” Brandon said then paused awkwardly. “But that’s not information being given out to the general public.”

“Do you know the results?” I snapped. I didn’t have time for the coy act. “Because you’re a part of the general public. You’re not a police officer anymore. That casserole was hiding something, wasn’t it?”

“Okay, they just got the tests back yesterday. I shouldn’t be telling you this.” He paused again. His voice lowered. “Tests showed the casserole was normal — pasta, tomato sauce, red pepper, mozzarella cheese — but there were also traces of ash. And large burn marks on Earl’s face, like…. “

“Cigar burns!” I said, smacking my hand against George’s dash. “I knew the casserole was covering something.”

“You knew what?” George asked, his voice rising into panic mode even though he could only hear half my conversation.

Brandon was the calm against George’s storm. “You seem to be jumping to a lot of conclusions right now. Remember, this isn’t a game. Just because someone smokes cigars isn’t enough for us to make an arrest. It’s not like DNA or a confession. A lot of people smoke cigars, including your aunt’s ex, Christopher Hills.”

I clicked off, realizing a moment too late I hadn’t said good-bye.

“Make a U-turn right here,” I yelled to George, pointing at the stoplight while I searched my purse once again. “We’re going back to Earl’s church.”

“Why?” he asked, practically throwing his neck out, looking over his shoulder so he could swerve into the turn lane. 

I pulled out my recorder. “I’ve got a hunch about something.” I glanced at the photo again. It was so clear. There was only one man I knew who smoked cigars and his words echoed through my head right now.

We even went to the same church for a while, back when I was so inclined.




---




Service was just finishing up when we got back to the church. People in their Sunday bests were filing out through the doors, greeting each other, smiling and laughing. Carla was busy chatting up various members of the congregation and the pastor on the sidewalk outside the church. 

George hustled to keep up with me as I made my way over to them. Carla looked up, saw me, then quickly looked back down again. I went over and stood right behind her. I could hear her stuttering through the rest of her conversation with a woman leaning against a walker. The woman was telling the pastor what a Godsend Carla was.

“Thanks,” Carla said, squeezing the woman’s arm. “I…I do my best.”

I didn’t wait for the Godsend to acknowledge me. I put my elbow on her shoulder. 

“Hello,” the pastor said, turning toward me, extending a hand. “Welcome.” 

I shook his hand and smiled, pulling out the photo from my back pocket. I fanned myself with it. “It sure is hot,” I said over and over again to Carla. “Don’t you think it’s hot? Hot as a spicy casserole.”

“Just another beautiful day in the world’s finest city,” the pastor said, shaking George’s hand too. “If you’ll excuse me. I’ve got business to attend to. Nice to meet you both.”

Carla’s eyes turned to little darts of anger as soon as the pastor left. “You have a lot of nerve, coming back here. Did you steal that photo from me?”

“What are you gonna do about it?” I said, squatting down a little so I was staring Carla right in her angry eyes. “Call the cops?”

The woman with the walker limp-scurried away, saying something about the casserole-hot weather we were having and how she should catch up to the pastor.

I continued. “You know who else would love it if we called the cops? Vernon Phelps. George, don’t you think Vernon Phelps would love that? We should call the cops, huh?”

George’s eyes widened. He was finally cluing in. Maybe.

 Carla yanked me by the arm. “Okay. Let’s talk in my office,” she said.

“Let’s,” I replied with more confidence than I probably should have had. As soon as the door closed, I let her have it. “Earl’s face was covered in spicy baked ziti and one other ingredient. Can you guess what that was? Cigar ash. I don’t know how that got there unless someone was trying to stage the crime scene so the police would only notice casserole…”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’ll take the picture you stole from me, thanks.”

I sat down on the edge of her desk. “There were cameras throughout Earl’s house.”

Her face dropped. “You’re lying,” she said. 

I was, but I wasn’t through. “Oh, you don’t think a well known prepper like Earl Higgins would have cameras set up in his house?”

Carla paused. “Did they catch the killer on the cameras?”

“Nope. But they caught a little woman with a casserole.”

Her face dropped.

“And what about that invoice for Survivalist Supplies?” I said.

“What invoice?” she asked.

“The invoice in your planner.” I threw open the drawer where the planner was, or used to be. It wasn’t there anymore. Just some old pens and paperclips.

She put her hands on her hips. “I should call the police.”

“Actually, you should,” I said. “Save me the trouble. I’m going to guess what happened that day, the day you went to give your casserole to Earl. You found him dead with one of Vernon’s cigars by his body and his face looking like it’d been used as an ashtray. So, you took the cigar and gave Earl a casserole facial so the police would only notice casserole?”

Carla’s face lost all its color.

George gasped, and I hushed him.

“Because you’re in love with Vernon,” I said, looking down at the recorder in my purse, hoping I was catching my big Perry Mason moment. “You staged the crime scene because you’re in love with Vernon.”

“I only moved some things around because I knew he didn’t do it,” she said, her voice small and quivering. “He didn’t do it…”

I repeated myself. “I saw your screensaver picture. That was Vernon in that picture, and you’re in love with him. You may have been giving your casseroles to Earl, but you were thinking about Hawaii while you were doing it. You’d do anything for Hawaii, even help a murderer.”

Her face grew red under her wrinkles. “Vernon didn’t kill Earl…”

“You know what I think?” I put the picture back in my pocket. “Vernon embezzled the money and killed Earl as soon as he started figuring things out, and you covered it up for him. That’s what I think.”

Her face shook. “He didn’t do it. They were good friends. We were all good friends until Survivalist Supplies ruined everything. It ruined Vern and Earl’s friendship. It changed both of them.”

“It looks like it might’ve changed you too, unless you’ve always been someone who obstructs the law. I’ve got to go to the police with this,” I said. “Slashing tires, staging crime scenes… this is serious stuff.”

 I threw open the office door, leaving the woman crying into her cat tissues.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE










I CALLED BRANDON as soon as I got home. My hands were still shaking as I told him all about the confrontation I just had with Carla. I could tell by the way he stuttered over his words, he was impressed. Or he hardly believed me. I couldn’t tell which. 

“So wait a second. The casserole lady confessed to all that?”

“Well, kind of. It was mostly me talking…”

“We need to go to the police right now and tell them everything,” he said. “I’ll meet you at the police station, introduce you around.”

I rummaged through my closet as I talked. “No-can-do. I’ve gotta pick up my kids from Mark’s,” I said. “And if I’m late again this week, I’ll never hear the end of it.”

The pause said more than anything he could’ve said out loud. “I don’t think you understand what’s at stake here. We need to act fast with this. We need to go to the police and see if there’s enough evidence to arrest Vernon Phelps. You know the casserole lady’s going to call and tell him about your confrontation. You know he’s not going to be happy. I don’t want anything to happen to… you know, that confession or anything. And you have that invoice, right?” 

I pulled an old blue shirt out from the back of my closet. “I never actually had the invoice. But I got a pretty good look at it, and there’s one more thing I want to check at work before I go to the police. Something just doesn’t seem right. Meet me at my aunt’s tomorrow morning.”

He paused. “Wait, what?” 

I clicked off and jumped in the shower, hoping he wouldn’t show up to my aunt’s tomorrow in that stalker brown sedan. That wouldn’t go over very well. My aunt already hated the guy.

Then I headed over to Lynn’s to pick up my kids and relive the humiliation of my dinner cruise. By now, everyone had probably heard all about how pathetic I was, lying about having a date and going to a romantic cruise by myself. At least I wouldn’t have to lie anymore.

Lynn seemed especially smug when I got there, even more so than usual. She hugged me as soon as she opened the door. “I heard all about your hot date with Brandon,” she laughed.

“Oh good,” I said, like there wasn’t anything laughable about it. “Are the girls ready to go?”

“The girls aren’t here yet. They’re still out shopping with Mark. Have a seat,” she said, sitting down on her oversized sofa. She adjusted her colorful infinity scarf and leaned into her couch cushions. I sat at the edge of the chair on the other side of the room, ready to bounce up and leave as soon as the kids got there. I took out my phone.

I tried not to look at my ex-mother-in-law. I tried not to notice what her face was saying – that I was, once again, the loser in life. She was the winner. I was the fat drunken pirate. Nothing would ever change about that.

She pushed her hair behind her ears and chuckled. “Mark and Jessica told me all about the cruise Friday night. I shouldn’t laugh. It would be funny if it weren’t so scary. I never knew you were a stalker. I saw a show on Crime TV about stalkers once. I guess it’s a serious thing now. So… were you stalking Brandon or Mark?”

I bit my lip. “I’m sorry you think you have the right to pry into my business, but you don’t.”

“If you’re stalking my son and his girl friend, I think I do.”

Just then the door opened and the kids ran through the living room followed by Mark and Jessica. 

“Look what we got,” Violet said, kicking out her foot in a karate move. Her bright pink and black tennis shoe flashed with light. “Light-up shoes!”

“Wow. Cool,” I said, getting up from the chair, thankful I no longer had to listen to the stalking lecture. “New shoes…”

“Why don’t we ever go shopping?” Violet asked.

“Because Mom’s poor,” Celia added, holding a Starbucks while digging a finger into her bag of Wetzel’s Pretzels. 

Mark ruffled Violet’s hair. “Now you guys. Your mom does what she can.”

I told the kids to go wait in the car while I gathered up the rest of their stuff.

Lynn still smiled from the couch. “I’m glad you and Jessica finally got here. Marcie and I were just talking about the Romance and Dance dinner cruise and that stalker show I saw last week.”

I ignored her. “Thanks again for the tow,” I said to Mark on my way out the door. Jessica, Mark, and Lynn all giggled behind my back, and I turned around and faced them. “One more thing, Mark,” I said, my lip twitching a little. “Starting next month, you’ll have to pay child support.”

I hadn’t planned on saying that, and I could hardly believe I was being this bold.

His jaw fell open. “You’re kidding, right? I already pay half the mortgage…”

“Because when the house sells, you’ll want half the money,” I snapped. “If you can afford Starbucks and light-up shoes, then you can afford child support. If you can afford a better car, triple-A, and dinner cruises, but you can’t afford to help pay for the day-to-day expenses of raising your kids, then you’re a worse dad than you were a husband. I drive a crappy car from 1998 so I can keep the lights on. I don’t have Triple-A so we can eat. You will be paying the agreed-upon amount or I will see you in court. And if I have to go to court, I’ll be asking for all the back child support too. I know an evil lawyer who would love to make that happen. Half the mortgage when you’ll be getting all that money back is not enough.”

Mark’s face dropped only slightly lower than Lynn’s and Jessica’s. 

“I’m sorry,” I said sarcastically as I grabbed the knob to leave. “Did I surprise you all with my self-esteem? Get used to it. I’d better see that check by the first of November or I’ll be stalking you… in court.”

  I was pretty sure that last part made no sense at all, but I slammed the door like it had, then remembered I hadn’t gotten the kids’ stuff yet. Rats. So much for dramatic exits. I went back in and quickly grabbed their backpacks, feeling the weight of death stares the entire time. “Thanks again for the tow,” I said. “But looks like from now on, I’ll be enjoying my own roadside assistance.”

---




The next day, I woke up early so I’d have time to do my hair and makeup before work. The kids had begun helping and being more independent in the morning. Violet was getting her own breakfast and the older girls were helping to pack her lunches for me. It was really freeing up a lot of my time. 

I decided on my new pair of dress slacks and a cute flouncy top, perfect for making a statement at the police department in front of all of Brandon’s friends. First impressions. A part of me secretly hoped I’d get a chance at second and third impressions too. Maybe this was the start of something. Maybe. 

I parked down the street from my aunt’s and began walking. The days were getting colder now that it was the end of October, but only by San Diego standards, which meant it was still about 70 during the better part of the day. I had to wear a coat in the mornings, though, and I pulled it in closer as a breeze blew by me. But it wasn’t the weather that made me uneasy. The streets seemed unusually quiet, and I found myself darting my gaze around like a paranoid drug dealer as I made my way to my aunt’s.

Outside Earl’s house, something small and dark jumped out from the bottom of a hedge, almost causing me to stumble into the street. Whatever it was scurried back behind the bush before I could tell what it was, and I stopped and watched from the sidewalk for a minute. A little paw grabbed at a limb, curling up and swatting at the bottom of the bush. Gray fluffy fur… a beautiful little tabby. Doomsday! I’d found him. The long-haired fluffball took a couple steps out from the bush but turned and got his legs tripped up in his leash. A leash? 

“Come here, little fella,” I said, walking over to the porch. I crouched down to pet it, to help him free himself and see if this really was Earl’s old cat. The cat snuggled up to my touch, purring and nuzzling. What a sweetie! This couldn’t be Doomsday. His soft gray fur wasn’t dirty or matted. He seemed pretty well taken care of, not at all like a homeless cat with a deceased owner. “Aren’t you cute? Let me help you. And what’s that on your collar? A note? ‘Curiosity killed the…’”

I felt the wallop on the back of my head just a moment before it hit me.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX










I WOKE TO the smell of musty earth and a stale cigar. My head stung and my stomach felt a little like I was on that cruise again, the same wrenching, swaying motions of seasickness or a hangover or… being walloped on the head by a killer.

Tight scratchy fabric scraped my cheek and covered my eyes. I tried to reach up and pull it off, but my hands were stuck behind me. I yanked and pulled at the restraints, quickly realizing they weren’t moving an inch. A sharp pain shot up my arm and across my shoulder. I ached all over. 

I tried to focus and assess the situation. Cat, money, note, cigar…

“Come on, Marcie, snap out of it,” I said to myself. “You’re not thinking straight. Figure this out.”

Another puff of smoke tickled my nose and covered my mouth. I couldn’t breathe. I coughed it away. I heard a soft, low chuckle right before more smoke sprayed my face. My eyes burned under the fabric. I was pretty sure I knew who it was on the other end of the cigar, enjoying my agony. 

“Hello, Judith,” I said. I detected a small quiet gasp. I was right. 

Still, there was a pause.

“If I figured it out, someone else will too,” I said, trying to knock the quiver out of my voice, trying to sound confident.

Fingers gouged at my cheeks as the blindfold was yanked up onto my forehead. I blinked and looked around. It was dark. A lone light bulb dangled from the ceiling off in a corner. Shelves lined the walls, full of cans and dried goods. I knew I must be sitting in the middle of Earl’s underground bunker.

Judith blew more smoke in my face. “I wasn’t going to un-blindfold you, but I guess it doesn’t matter at this point, anyway,” she said, puffing on her cigar. “How did you know it was me?”

  I wiggled my hands around. The left one actually moved. “I wasn’t sure until this point. When Carla admitted taking Vernon’s cigar from the crime scene, I have to admit I thought it was Vernon. But the invoice seemed a little off. It was certainly made to look like Vernon’s handwriting on it, loopy H and scribble, but it was dark and smudged, like a bad Photoshop job. Besides, Vernon was a trained Vietnam vet. He wouldn’t have left any traces at a crime scene.” 

“It doesn’t matter now,” she said as she extinguished her cigar into the cement floor. She carefully picked it up with one of her gloved hands, and placed it into an empty Ziploc bag from her pocket. She took out another bag and removed a used cigar from it, throwing it at the floor by my chair. 

“Let me guess. Vernon’s cigar.”

She nodded. “Vernon’s too easy. He should really stop leaving his DNA-filled cigars laying around the gun range. But that’s what the police will find when they discover your body down here. A smoking gun, so to speak.”

I decided to try to stall this woman as long as I could. It was my only hope of escaping. The rope was tight but in the video I watched about escaping illegal restraints, even tight ones were escapable. Pulling my hands apart as far as I could, I continued twisting and wiggling my left hand.

Fortunately, Judith liked to hear her own voice. “I was hoping Vernon would just kill Earl himself once he found out about the embezzlement. He should have. A normal person would have. I guess their friendship was tighter than I thought.”

It was easier to wiggle when I was talking. “So, you were the one who embezzled the money from the company?”

“Of course, dimwit. It was supposed to be me and my dad going into business together. It was all we talked about before he went to live in the bunker those five years. But when he came out, it was pretty apparent, he was too far gone with Alzheimer’s to do anything. Survivalist Supplies was my idea. I put the money up for that business! I had the business training, the idea, and the money. I shouldn’t have to split profits with Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum.”

“So you turned them on each other, embezzled the money, and framed Earl for it. But Vernon didn’t kill him like you planned.”

“Nope. The fool. He just went on with his life. A marketing consultant? Is that even a real job, anyway?”

I nodded, still wiggling my hands.

Judith didn’t notice. She was busy looking through the designer bag she had on the back table under the light bulb. “So I had to think of a Plan B. I badly forged Earl’s signature on some incriminating invoices, making it look like Vernon had done it with his ridiculously swoopy H. Of course, Earl was on to him as soon as he found those, and it just made sense that Vernon would kill Earl to cover his tracks.”

Judith brought out a small gun similar to the one I used at the range from out of her bag and inspected it. “And now, he’s going to kill you for figuring it out, or that’s how the story will go. But for the record, Earl was a terrible man who deserved what he got. You saw the way he treated people. His own daughter…”

“So, just out of curiosity. How’d you do it?”

She took the bait and continued talking while I made a little headway on the rope. It was a slower process than the three-minute Youtube video made it seem like it was going to be. That’s always the case, though.

“That’s the best part,” she said, closing her eyes like she was remembering getting a puppy for Christmas. “I slipped Dirk a sleeping pill, went to this very bunker and waited until I heard Earl cleaning his guns. He always watched his prepper reality show when he cleaned his guns every Friday night. Poor stupid man. I knew that meant the gun cabinet was unlocked. And his secret entrance down to the bunker. Never show a pattern. That’s a weakness. I snuck up through the back tunnel. It leads right up into his house, right by his gun cabinet. I grabbed his favorite gun… And from there, let’s just say, he never saw it coming. I left Vernon’s used cigar and made sure I exited through the front door so it looked like he’d let in his old friend… It was perfect. The church lady with the casserole would find him the next day… and the cops would have a pretty easy case.”

“You didn’t count on Carla tampering with the crime scene and taking the cigar and the invoice away, though.”

“Well, there will be no doubt Vernon did it this time. I texted him using your phone and told him to meet you here because you knew who killed Earl. And unlike you, I make sure my texts go to the right people.” 

“What are you talking about?”

“How do you think I slashed your tires, you twit? I texted you the picture of Earl’s cat and you texted me back that you were going on a dinner cruise.”

My head hurt trying to remember who I texted that to. 

Judith was pacing now. “Smart people back off when they get threatened, Marcie. But, I guess, everything happens for a reason. After I kill you, dump the cigar, and wait for Vernon to show up. It’ll look like a murder suicide.”

Loud thumping from the metal hatch doors outside echoed through the bunker, followed by clanking and grunting. Someone was headed down the ladder. Judith yanked the blindfold from off my forehead and tied it over my mouth. “He’s early. Stupid eager man.”

“What in the world? A Cold War era bunker? No way!”

It was Brandon. Brandon? What was he doing in Earl’s backyard? He was going to get himself killed. But I couldn’t yell to warn him.

Judith froze when she heard his voice. There was no time for her to run across the room and close the thick bunker door when she realized it wasn’t Vernon. She ducked behind my chair as Brandon entered. He stumbled into the darkness of the bunker, blinking and coughing while his eyes adjusted to the bad lighting and cigar smoke.

“Marcie?” he said, cocking his head to the side as soon as he saw me gagged and tied to a chair. He dropped the plastic grocery bag he was carrying. Lemons rolled out everywhere, and my feet tingled against their rope restraints. Had he been stealing lemons off Earl’s tree… for me? Great. The most romantic thing a man’s ever done for me and it was on my deathbed. Because that’s my luck.

But my left hand was free, so there was hope. I waited to pull it out because Judith was right behind me. 

She sprung out from the back of my chair, practically lunging at Brandon. “Isn’t this nice?” she said, motioning with the barrel of her gun. “Come sit down on the floor next to your girlfriend. We were just discussing Vernon’s next two murders…”

While her back was turned, I worked on the knots at my feet. Thankfully, they were easier than my hands. I pulled the gag off next, trying to figure out how to grab the gun from Judith while she was concentrating on Brandon. 

Seeing me untied, Brandon put his hands up and tried to stall the woman. “Look, no one needs to get hurt here. We have all the time in the world. Let’s just talk a minute.”

Judith stomped over and grabbed his arm when he didn’t move fast enough. “Come on,” she snapped. “Let’s get this over with.”

It was now or never.

I picked up one of the lemons that had rolled by my feet. “Lemon!” I yelled, throwing it at the back of Judith’s head. Of course, it missed and hit the wall, knocking over several cans from off the supply shelf. But Judith turned toward the noise just enough for Brandon to lunge forward and grab onto the gun. She yanked it back, and they both pulled and tugged on the weapon, stumbling across the room and falling against the table. The light bulb above it swung wildly on its cord, sending flickering shadows everywhere. I knew I should do more than just scream. I wanted to help, but I wasn’t sure what to do. Plus, Brandon looked like he was getting the upper hand, maybe. I started to run over even though I was scared I’d make things worse… afraid I’d do the wrong thing. Plus, I’m really not comfortable “being the action hero,” anyway. I’m more of a “call for help” kind of gal. Still, a large part of me knew I probably needed to jump onto Judith’s back or something so I could give Brandon an edge…

Bang!

The gun went off. Brandon fell to the floor.

I screamed and took off running toward the short tunnel at the back of the bunker. There was no time to see if Brandon was okay. I could hear Judith coming up behind me. 

“It’s no use,” she said, yelling across the bunker. “I’ll just be honest. You went the wrong way, and you’re pretty much trapped back there, especially since you don’t know where anything is. Too bad I do… I used to come down here a lot just to think about my dad…”

Damp earth and sulfur smells came at me from all sides. I tried to breathe, but the walls seemed to be growing closer now, tighter. I knew it was all psychological, just my claustrophobia acting up. “Breathe, Marcie,” I told myself. But all I could think about was Brandon. This was all my fault. If I hadn’t been so indecisive. If I hadn’t been so paralyzed by my own fear of making a mistake… Judith was right. A smart person would not have taken things this far. 

And she was also right about me being trapped. I had to head in the other direction, but there was no way I was going to be able to run past Judith and up the bunker’s ladder without getting shot. I needed to think fast. 

As my eyes adjusted to the walls around me, I saw a large supply elevator at the back of the tunnel near an alcove, which must’ve been how Judith dragged me down here when I was passed out. 

Tempted to take it upstairs, I thought of a better plan because there was no way I was taking that teeny tiny box. I closed its doors, and pushed the button to send it up empty. Then I squatted down in the shallow alcove, which looked like it was just there to house a water tank. I shimmied in between the tank and the wall, and tried not to think about how everything seemed to be closing in around me. 

Judith ran over to the elevator. “Come back down or your boyfriend’s a goner. You hear me?” she yelled up the shaft, her usually calm voice shrilled and panicked. “I’ll make sure of that! Right in the head like I did Earl.”

She grunted furiously and raised the gun up the shaft, ready to shoot the empty elevator.

“Hello?” Vernon’s voice yelled out from the backyard entrance of the bunker. Judith stopped and went to head him off. Pulling myself out of the dark corner, my hand rested on something long and thin as I pried my way free. I looked back. Down, behind the water tank, I spotted the perfect weapon.

“Hello, Marcie?” Vernon said into the dark of the bunker. “I got your message. What’s going on?”

Judith waved her gun at the old man. “Glad you could make it.”

 He stumbled back and raised his arms.

Sneaking up behind her, I put my finger over my lips to shush Vernon from tipping her off, not that I thought he would.

Let’s just say, Judith never knew what hit her, but Vernon and I did. A baseball bat to the back of her head. She fell to the floor next to Brandon.

Vernon and I ran to Brandon. He lifted Brandon’s shirt and inspected his wound. “You’re gonna be fine, buddy. Al hombre osado, la fortuna le da la mano. Fortune favors the brave. You’re pretty lucky. It’s just a nick. Maybe a nick and a half.”

Brandon’s eyes opened. “Lemon?” he whispered when he saw me kneeling over him. “Did you really yell ‘lemon’ before you threw a lemon?”  

I shrugged. “Yeah, I’m pretty witty under pressure,” I said. “Next time I’ll have something better prepared.”

He closed his eyes when he laughed, grabbing his side. Blood covered his hands.




















CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN










MEGAN’S BOYS RAN around my living room in race-car driver costumes, “vrooming” and crashing into each other while I carefully added lines of liquid eyeliner onto Violet’s round freckled cheeks. She adjusted her cheetah ears and bit into her pizza. 

“Violet, you gotta stay still while I do this” I said, licking my finger and fixing the smudge. 

George walked into the room and sat on the couch next to Laverne and Doomsday. He mindlessly petted the gray tabby as he spoke because no one dares to pet moody Laverne. “I just can’t believe it was Judith all along. We should’ve known. I mean, she was the daughter of a famous prepper. We should’ve known she’d know how to shoot a gun and be sneaky. You’re lucky to be alive; that’s all I have to say about it.”

I fixed the dark black line and kissed Violet’s forehead. “Okay, let it dry,” I said while I fanned her cheek with my hand.

I turned back to George. “I was just sad I didn’t get her confession on tape like a real Nancy Drew would’ve done. Next time, we’ll get it, eh George?” I winked at my George. He didn’t wink back.

 “I like the part about the lemons the best,” Megan said while she bit into a slice of pepperoni. Pizza sauce dropped down the front of her Indy-500 pit-crew jumpsuit. My normally perfect sister didn’t even notice. 

“It won’t be long before you’re an official member of the frazzled mom club,” I said to myself, doing my evil-villain smile. I looked down at my cute sauce-free sweater and skinny jeans, and thought again. Maybe this me was changing. 

The doorbell rang and all three of my kids ran for the candy bowl by the door. 

“I called that I got to hand out the first candy,” Celia said, tugging on the bowl.

“I’m the oldest,” Lilly replied, yanking it back. A Snickers bar fell onto the floor. Violet picked it up and threw it into the leopard-printed pillowcase she was using to hold her candy this year.

“We talked about this, girls,” I said. “Oldest to youngest. Lilly, you get the first door then Celia then Violet.”

Lilly stuck her tongue out as Celia shoved the bowl into her arms.

I looked down at the watch I had begun wearing, for no other reason than it was a practical jewelry choice. “It’s a little early for trick-or-treaters, anyway,” I said, walking to the door. 

Lilly opened it and threw the bowl down again. It wasn’t children in costumes. It was Brandon. And he had a small bouquet of yellow roses.

“Who are you?” Celia asked.

“Hi. I’m Brandon, a friend of your mom’s. Is she around?”

“So you’re the cute boy my mom’s been pretending to date,” Violet said, grabbing him by the arm and pulling him inside, causing him to drop the bag he was also carrying. “My dad’s girlfriend says that’s pathetic.”

Both my older girls shot me a look. They spoke at once.

“The Brandon?”

“The one from the cruise? The date you made up?”

“He looks pretty real to me,” Megan said, practically tripping over one of her twins as she ran across the living room to introduce herself. She turned to me, gave me a thumb’s-up while mouthing, “He’s cute.” 

“I just wanted to come by to see how you were doing,” Brandon said, handing me the flowers. “They told me you stopped by the hospital while I was asleep.” 

His eyes twinkled under the lights of my ceiling fan. They were just the right color of blue. Sometimes blue eyes can cross over into creepy-villain eyes, but not his. Not anymore.

I introduced Brandon to the gang, as my sister grabbed the flowers from my hand. “I’ll just put these in water,” she said.

I didn’t move. George hit me as he walked by. “Want some pizza, Brandy?”

“Oh, sorry. I forgot my manners,” I said, motioning toward the dining room where a couple pizza boxes laid open. “There’s plenty.”

“Sure.” He walked over and sat down in front of one of the boxes. “I can see you’re headed out to go trick-or-treating so I won’t be long. Like I said, I just wanted to come by and see how you were doing…”

I sat across from him. “Me? I’m fine. How are you doing?” I asked, pointing to his side.

“The bullet just scraped me. I was lucky. We were both lucky.” His eyes scanned my face, stopping at my lips. Was that for a reason? I hoped so. 

He went on. “That reminds me. I brought you something. Where’s that bag I was carrying? I mean, if you’re still interested in making pie.”

“Here it is,” Violet said, struggling to carry the plastic grocery bag in from the living room. She plopped it on the dining room table next to us. Lemons spilled out.

“I didn’t get a chance to give you these the other day. Stolen straight from Earl’s tree… Lemon!” he said, tossing one at me. He chuckled when I barely caught it. “Our new code word.”

Our new code word? Were we starting something here? Was I ready for that?

Even though I was smiling and staring across the table at Brandon, I talked to Violet. “Yeah, honey, give me five minutes. We’ll leave in five. I promise,” I said. 

Violet walked off, mumbling something about how she hadn’t asked anything and her mom was going crazy.

The front door swung open and Aunt Mabel walked in. She was dressed in a cheetah outfit, same as Violet’s, only my aunt’s was tight and short. “Sorry I’m late, y’all,” she said.

The kids ran over and gave her a big hug. 

When she saw Brandon, her fake cat whiskers seemed to fade into the angry wrinkles forming on her face. She let go of the kids. “You! You have a lot of nerve coming here. You stalked me! Scared me! Humiliated my best employee on a dinner cruise!” She looked over at the flowers sitting in a glass vase on the table, and shook her head. “Oh no. Marcie can do better than you! That’s right. I’ve got a nice boy with a ponytail and some unicorn magic tricks that I’m gonna set her up with…”

Brandon got up to leave. “I’m sorry,” he said as he headed for the door. “I shouldn’t have come. I’m not ready to start… whatever this is, anyway.”

He left, and I followed him out, scooting by a group of trick-or-treaters walking up to the door. I saw Celia jump up and grab the candy bowl out of the corner of my eye. Figures. Lilly had technically answered the first door.

Brandon stopped in front of a black pick-up truck. The sun was just starting to set, and a cold breeze blew over us. “Look, I like you, Marcie.”

“I like you too, Brandon,” I said, realizing we were both in fourth grade, and apparently Amish.

Even though it was getting dark, I could tell his eyes were starting to redden and maybe even water. But why? He looked away. “It’s just… I’m not sure I’m ready. My wife… I mean... Uh, my wife just passed away two years ago. And this is all so strange.”

Wife?!! I was sure the wallop Judith had taken to the head last week was less jarring than the punch I just felt. I didn’t know a thing about the man leaning against this truck. Did he have kids too?

“Wait a second. What?” I said as he opened his door and got in.

He started the engine. 

“Okay,” I said, standing on my toes so I could reach the driver’s seat better. The rumble of his truck made his seat shake. I yelled over the engine. “I don’t know the first thing about you, really. But two years ago, I was happily married to a man I thought I knew and I was wrong. This is strange for me too. I guess, life is about taking chances and sometimes, maybe, getting thrown a lemon.”

He looked down at his steering wheel. I knew it was corny, but I thought I caught him holding in a smile.  

Running a hand through the waves of his hair, he leaned in to me. “You’re something else, you know that,” he said in my ear, his warm breath bouncing off my cheek. 

Every part of me wanted to kiss him. I should kiss him, I thought. But you don’t even know him, Marcie. His truck felt warm as I swayed on my tiptoes, half in, half out. The smell of exhaust billowing up around us. I looked into his eyes. Then I just went for it. I jump-kissed him on the cheek… knocking my teeth square into his jaw. 

I fell back on flat feet. My two front teeth stung, and I quickly checked them to make sure they weren’t chipped. Why did I always have to make things awkward? Maybe it wasn’t as awkward as I thought. I looked up. He was holding his jaw. Just as awkward.

I’d successfully blown it, once again. 

I was about to turn on my heel, and dart back inside when he leaned out and cupped my chin, lifting it up so he was looking in my eyes again. “Come here, lemon,” he said, running a finger lightly over my lips. Then he softly kissed them. I leaned into him, forgetting my teeth hurt, forgetting there were trick-or-treaters all around us. I wondered if he could hear my heart pounding over the engine. 

A baseball player and a princess walked by the truck, giggling and pointing. And I backed away, almost falling into them.

They gave me a dirty look as Brandon drove off. I didn’t care. I skip-stepped my way back up to the porch, thinking the whole time about the stolen-lemon pie I was going to make.




-- The End -- 




Thank you so much for reading my book. I hope you liked it, and if you did, please consider telling your friends and writing a review on Amazon. You can click here to do that. Any honest feedback is welcome. Reviews and word of mouth are the best ways authors have to market their books, so we really appreciate it when you take the time to do that. If you’d like to sign up for my mailing list for special offers and other fun stuff, you can do that here, or just go to my website, ettafaire.com.
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