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      Happy to be home from Sedona and even happier to have Jason all to myself, I rinsed the wine glasses and was about to turn off the kitchen light when someone knocked on the front door. “I’ll be right there, Cowboy,” I called to him in the bedroom as I padded in my bare feet to see who was visiting this late at night. I was sure it could only be Kara, my brother’s fiancé, who’d just moved nearby. As if we hadn’t seen enough of one another this past week.

      I opened the door to see a downtrodden blonde female wearing denim shorts, a soiled white T-shirt, and sandals. The overhead porch light made a halo of the wisps of hair that had escaped being pulled away from her face. Into a ponytail, I assumed. Gaunt almost to the point of emaciation, she offered a weak smile and said, “Hello, Miranda.”

      Did I know her? I pulled the door open further and studied the face. The recognition hit me like a cannon ball to the stomach. “Heather? Heather McIntosh?”

      “Can I come in?” She held out a hand.

      My shock at seeing her after so many years turned to anger. “You want to come into my house? My house? After all you did to me? How dare you!”

      Without further thought, I slammed the door on her. Her treachery had been unforgivable.

      Jason rushed into the hall. “What’s going on? Who was that?”

      “No one you want to know. Let’s go to bed.” I tried to pass him, but he blocked my way.

      “Whoever it is, is still out there.”

      Heather tapped on the door. “Please,” her voice pleaded through the closed door.

      “Who is she? What does she want?”

      I gritted my teeth and took a deep angry breath. “Heather,” I growled.

      “Heather? The one who …?”

      “Yes. The one who.”

      “What’s she want?” He eyed the door as if Heather might barge in.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Shouldn’t you at least find out?”

      I folded my arms. “Why?”

      “Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

      “The only thing I’m curious about is how she got here. I didn’t hear a car or anything.”

      “Why don’t we open the door and at least find out why she’s here?”

      “You don’t understand what she did to me. I thought she was a good friend. I invited her to share my house.”

      “I know she betrayed you and even went so far as to try to kill you.”

      “And killed another friend instead.”

      Jason put an arm around my shoulder, turned me toward the door, and reached for the knob. Before he turned it, he said, “You didn’t see any weapons, did you?”

      Somehow, that made me chuckle. “No. She looks terrible. Weak as a kitten.”

      He pulled the door open.

      Heather had her arms wrapped around her shoulders against the chilly night air. She did look pathetic. “Come in,” I said begrudgingly.

      Her relief was palpable. She stepped into the hall, but once Jason closed the door, she leaned back against it for support. She definitely looked in need of medical attention.

      “Take her into the living room. I’ll get her a glass of water,” Jason said.

      I had no more interest in comforting her than helping a rabid dog, except maybe to put it out of its misery. Reluctantly, I pointed to the entrance to the living room.

      She took two staggering steps forward before falling into Jason’s arms. He gave me a “forgive me” look, picked her up, carried her through, and placed her on the sofa.

      “When’s the last time you ate?” he asked her.

      “I think this morning. I had a donut.”

      Oh, please. This poor waif act had gone on long enough. “What do you want, Heather?” I pretty much barked at her.

      Jason had the good sense to retreat. “I’ll just go fix up some leftovers and get her a glass of milk, okay?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer. I sat in an armchair opposite her. “I asked you a question.”

      “Miranda, I know I was horrible to you, and what I did that got Annika killed is totally unforgivable⁠—”

      “You meant to kill me,” I reminded her, then I practically hissed at her, “And you got away with it!”

      “I didn’t. Not really.” She choked on a sob. “I know I have no right to come back into your life. I’m only here to make amends.”

      “Make amends? You think you can make amends? I’ll forgive you, and you can go live happily ever after. Not gonna happen, Sweetheart.” The memories of our life together in Malibu flooded back, overwhelming me. I had considered her a best friend for a long time before I learned of her thievery and betrayal. It had hurt and still did.

      “Listen, please. I’m in a twelve-step program. I’m trying to rebuild my life.”

      “I didn’t know they had twelve-step programs for thieves and murderers.”

      “Drugs, Miranda. I couldn’t live with myself after what I’d done. I lost everything. I found myself in and out of jail for doing coke … and other stuff. I’m the only one who can help myself, and this is part of the program. It doesn’t mean you have to forgive me. Just listen.”

      Jason came in with a tray containing leftover lasagna, a small salad, and a glass of milk. He passed me a glass of red wine and had one for himself. He set everything on the coffee table and then helped her to sit up before taking a seat in the other armchair. “So, what’s going on?”

      I leaned back and folded my arms. My legs were already crossed at the ankles. “She wants to make amends, but I don’t have to forgive her. As if.”

      Heather took a tentative bite of her food, then, satisfied, dug in. Jason and I waited for her to finish before questioning her again.

      “How did you get here?” I asked. “I never heard a car pull up. Don’t tell me you rode a bicycle all the way from town?”

      “I hitchhiked from Venice Beach and walked the last half mile in.”

      “Smart.” I wasn’t about to give her an inch.

      “I’m living in a halfway house there. I can’t – I don’t want to go back there. I just came here to tell you some things and to complete my ninth step. Before I die, I need you to know that I did love you.”

      “Right before you stole nearly half a million dollars from me and killed Annika.” Though I’d been seeing a therapist for years and even more intensely following the death of my friend and the loss of my business. Heather came into the equation, and I worked with Rachel on the idea of forgiveness, but now, seeing her in my own house, I wasn’t so sure I’d ever accomplish it.

      Jason put down his empty wine glass and stood to collect the tray from Heather. “It’s getting late. Where were you planning to stay tonight?” he asked her.

      She looked up with those sad eyes. “I wasn’t.”

      He turned to me with raised eyebrows. I shook my head. He tilted his then left the room with a tray. “Did you think I would take you in?”

      “No, no, I just wanted you to know – to know that before I die.”

      “Why do you keep saying before you die? You have some disease or something?”

      “Just myself. My mind. I can’t keep living, knowing how much I destroyed when I thought taking that money would change my life. I never considered what it might do to you. You had a way of making money as if you were printing it in the next room.”

      “You know the government was after me for fraudulent claims. The fact that I had no idea I was breaking any laws didn’t seem to matter. They took the rest of everything I owned.”

      “I read about it in the papers.” The meal seemed to have brightened her a bit, but she still resembled a wet stray puppy.

      Jason reappeared with a sheet, pillow, and blanket. He looked at me apologetically. “We can’t send her away this time of night. We can drive into work tomorrow and drop her off someplace.”

      Heather watched this exchange with a hopeful sparkle in her eyes. I almost saw a flash of the old Heather, the one I used to like. “You can fix up the sofa for her. I’m going to bed.”

      “Would it be alright if I, um, took a shower?”

      “You want a clean pair of pajamas too?” I snarled.

      “If you have a spare, that would be really nice.”

      I sent Jason a killing look and stomped off to the bedroom to find the oldest, faded pj’s in the bottom of a drawer and tossed them to Jason, who took them out to her. I heard him telling her where the towels and things were. He even gave her a damned toothbrush from the cupboard.

      I couldn’t help but think half aloud, “Of all people to show up in my life, just when things were going so well.”
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      Sleeping had been next to impossible. I tossed and turned, slept briefly, had a maddening dream about Heather being back, and woke again. I couldn’t believe she was back, and based on last night, how little true progress I had made after years of counseling. When push came to shove, I wondered if you ever got over someone attempting to kill you and stealing most of your money, completely disregarding how or if you would survive.

      I asked myself under my breath, “What was the point, Miranda, of all that counseling, if you just end up hissing like a snake?” I pulled the pillow over my head.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin when Jason came in with a cup of coffee. “Don’t you knock?”

      He chuckled. “Generally, not. It hasn’t been an issue so far.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him and smiled. “Touché.” I pulled my knees up to my chest. “What do we do now?”

      He sat on the edge of the bed. “Well, I guess you need to decide what you’re going to do with her. Are you taking her to the bus station? Dropping her off by the side of the road? Calling a taxi?”

      I pouted. “Why is this suddenly my problem? I didn’t ask for her to drop by and ruin my life.”

      He looked me in the eye. “Oh, come on, Miranda. I can already tell you are in a better place than last night. I don’t think—no—I’ve never seen you like that.”

      I blushed. “Well, I was angry. If she thought she would just waltz back in here and act like Miss Goody Two Shoes, and we’d all make nice with her, she’s got another thing coming. Well, I hope the message was loud and clear. That’s not happening.” I could feel my blood pressure rising again.

      A voice came from the open doorway. “I know it’s not, Miranda.”

      I was startled, even though I knew she was lurking among us. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

      She entered my room halfway and leaned against the doorframe. She rolled her eyes. “Well, it’s not like you weren’t purposely talking loud enough for me to hear.”

      I pointed in the general direction of the kitchen. “Hey, if you don’t like it, get out.”

      She stared down at her feet for a minute or two before anyone broke the silence. “Okay, maybe I just will.” She turned and headed toward the living room.

      Jason whispered. “You’re not going to feel good about it if she goes. I know you.”

      I whined. “Can’t this be the new me? The one who doesn’t take crap from anyone?”

      He took a deep breath. “Here’s what I think you should do. Have it out with her. Scream and yell until you can’t think of anything else to say and until you’re exhausted. Don’t hold anything back. Get everything that you’ve been holding back for all these years out once and for all. And that doesn’t mean you have to be best friends after that, but I bet you won’t have all that pent-up anger and frustration that’s built up over the years, on the verge of exploding in you. That’s kind of what it felt like last night.”

      I glared at him. “So, that’s it? Then she’s off scot-free?”

      He snuggled up on the bed and kissed me. “Of course not. But, in a way, you will be.” He smiled that crooked smile that drove me crazy sometimes. “You can feel any way you want to feel about Heather, but at least you’ll be in control of that feeling. It won’t be controlling you.”

      I looked him in the eye. “Do you think people like her can ever change? Or is what you see what you get?”

      He thought for a minute. “The question is, I suppose, did you ever really know Heather?”

      I took his lead. “Do you mean was the good Heather the real Heather, or was the bad Heather the real Heather?”

      He nodded. “Exactly. I suppose you’ll never know.” He thought further. “Or I guess there’s one way to find out. You can keep her around and see what happens.”

      I almost pushed him off the bed. “Why would I want to do that?”

      He laid back with his head in his hands. “You may never get resolution otherwise. You’ll just always wonder.”

      I whispered. “Yeah, and if the bad Heather is the real Heather, you and I may both end up dead.”

      With that happy piece of news, he rolled out of my bed and headed toward the shower. “I know how much you love a happy ending, Miranda. What if this could be one?”

      I lay there for a while, thinking about what he had said. One thing was for sure. I didn’t have the negative energy to stay as angry as I was last night. I’d rather just forget she ever existed than have to live in that state of mind. I badly needed an attitude adjustment. I stood up, determined to make a change, hopefully for the better. Could I ever trust her again? That was a different question altogether.

      Heather sat on the couch, staring off at nothing as far as I could tell. She still looked as frail as she had at first glance and like she had aged ten years in the few years since I’d seen her. Drugs and hard living had taken a toll on her. I wondered if Mark could resist flirting with her now.

      She spoke in monotone, apparently to no one in particular. “I wonder what Pastor Dave would do now.”

      I stared at her blankly.

      “He got me turned around. He told me I had to talk to you before I met my maker.”

      I glared at her. “Is your whole group suicidal or what?”

      She stared straight ahead. “Lots of us are, depending on the day. What do most of us have to live for? We’ve lost our family and our friends. We’re drug addicts. We have no money and no ability to get a job. We’re living on the streets and, let’s face it, in Southern California, that’s no picnic. We’re competing with illegals for every scrap we can find; they are much savvier than we are. They’ve been doing it their whole lives.”

      “Are you safe in the halfway house?” I couldn’t help but feel for her despite my anger.

      She bit her lip. “Fact is, if I’m not back within a day or two, they’ll give my space to someone else. There’s always a waiting list. So, I’d better head back.”

      I thought for a second. “Do you want to go back?”

      She laughed with a hint of sarcasm. “Well, Miranda, it’s not like I have many options. I had to wait several months on the street to get into this place. If I get displaced, I could be back to begging on the beach again with a handwritten sign and a bikini.”

      I wanted to shove the words back in, but I didn’t. “I have a good friend. Her name is Wanda Marshall. She’s a detective with the Santa Clara Police Department.”

      She looked skeptical. “And?”

      I had no idea if I was doing or saying the right thing. “Hear me out, Heather.”

      She shut her eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. “You know I have control issues, like you do, so bear with me.”

      Even though she couldn’t see me with her eyes closed, I nodded. “Okay, we’ll take it slow. It’s just an idea, and if you don’t want to consider it, I’ll completely understand.” I smirked. “Hell, I don’t even know if I want to ask her. Anyway, Wanda is a close friend. We met right after I moved up here. My upstairs neighbor got killed, and she investigated the case as the sole female detective on the Santa Clara Police Force.”

      She frowned. “That must have been hard considering all the death that surrounded you during the two years prior.”

      I winced. “You have no idea. I wished it stopped there.”

      She looked at me like I’d gone crazy. “You mean there are more?”

      I didn’t want to go there right now. “I’m not ready to talk about it. Let’s get back to Wanda. I have a co-worker named Tea who had been in an abusive relationship. I had been working on her since I got here to get her out of it. Then, he went too far one day and bruised her from head to toe. Jason and I were having problems at the time, and I had been staying with Wanda, so we moved Tea in with us, and when I moved back with him four months later, she stayed and has been there for a couple of years.”

      She looked impressed. “Wow, that’s really nice of her.”

      I agreed. “That’s how Wanda is. She’s a black woman around my age and doesn’t immediately strike you as warm, but she grows on you.” I continued the story. “So fast forward to today. I have a group of friends who have been contemplating fostering or adopting, and Wanda has considered taking in a girl from an abusive household. And I know before you say anything that doesn’t exactly match your profile, I still want to speak with her.”

      She smiled. “Well, yeah, I’m a little older than a girl, and I’m not in an abusive relationship, but what do I have to lose? If she’s a friend of yours, I’m sure we’d get along fine. But you’re right. The bottom line is that I don’t fit what she is looking for, so she may well say ‘no.’” She added. “Besides, I’m not so sure I could live with a cop. They haven’t been my best friends over the last couple of years.”

      I suggested, “Come to work with me today. I don’t know what Wanda’s schedule is, but I’m sure she can find a moment to get together. Otherwise, you can sit in my office or the break room. It would be a lot better than hanging out here all day.” I had to admit I wasn’t sure I trusted her enough to leave her alone in our house all day, but forgiveness and trust wouldn’t come easy.
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      After being out for a week, arriving at work presented a whole different challenge now that I had my new job. When I handled entering orders and answering customer service questions, I could be caught up in a couple of days, even if they didn’t bring in a substitute to replace me. But now that I had a management job, no one could substitute for me. So, I had to find out what happened at every meeting I missed and prepare for all my meetings this week. And while it had been heaven spending the week in Sedona, the moment I returned to work, it hardly felt worth it at all.

      Anna had a stack of messages for me. As she handed them to me, I said, “Anna, this is an old friend, Heather McIntosh.” As I introduced her, I wondered if the word had filtered out at work about Heather and how things had ended between us in Malibu. I couldn’t remember telling anyone, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything with my notoriety on the internet.

      Luckily, Anna responded graciously, which I saw as a good sign because she knew everything about everyone. “Very nice meeting you, Heather. I’m surprised Miranda hasn’t mentioned you over the years.” From her questioning look, I could tell she wondered what I was doing with this homeless person, but she didn’t comment further.

      I covered up. “We lost touch, but it’s great to be back together again.”

      Anna reminded me, “Don’t forget the all-day training tomorrow on the new systems. Bob insists that everyone be there.”

      I groaned about the impending training as I led Heather toward my office. As we headed down the hallway, as usual, we saw Rick sitting at one of the middle tables of the break room, surrounded by five or six females ranging in age from eighteen to twenty-five. He waved as we went by with a questioning look about who I had with me. I felt pretty sure Rick had heard about Heather, and I really didn’t want to get into it with him. I also needed to connect with Jason because we hadn’t had time this morning to discuss plans for Heather.

      When I got to my office, Tea sat in one of the chairs in front of my desk. Her wedding was in less than two weeks. If things had gone, since I left, anything like they had before the previous week, she’d be freaking out.

      She looked startled when I walked in with Heather, who hadn’t dressed for work, still wearing denim shorts and a dirty white T-shirt, the clothes she had shown up in. I would have given her an outfit, but I had nothing that would remotely fit her. I had never seen Heather dressed up because she always worked for me and at home. We were very relaxed. She wore a bathing suit much of the time to take advantage of the hot tub on the deck.

      I felt unsure if I had ever mentioned Heather to Tea, and I’d hoped that I hadn’t because I didn’t have the time for any explanations right now. I attempted to sound as upbeat as possible and said, “Tea, this is an old friend, Heather McIntosh. She surprised me with a visit last evening, so I figured I’d show her where I worked.”

      Tea shook her hand, giving me a strange look that Heather didn’t seem to notice. “Hi, I’m Tea Presley. No relation to Elvis. Welcome.” She stood, seemingly not knowing what to do. Clearly, she had been sitting in my office for a reason.

      I asked, “Is everything okay?”

      She nodded as she eyeballed Heather. “Yeah, we have to discuss a couple of things about the wedding. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      I figured that Heather would be with me all day, so she might as well tell me now. “It’s fine, Tea, there’s nothing you can’t say in front of Heather.”

      Tears welled up in her eyes. “Remember when I said I’d have to get the deposit back from Cicily to make our changes in the caterer, flowers, and band work?”

      I nodded, “Uh-huh.”

      She nearly spit out her words. “Well, she’s still sitting on the money. She keeps coming up with excuses. I think she’s going to stiff us.” She paused before asking me, “Do you think you could call her? You have a certain way with words when it comes to stuff like this.”

      With all the catching up I had to do at work, why did I also have to act like Tea’s mother? I sighed and held out my hand. “Sure, why not. Give me her number. I’ll give her the ex-cop routine. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “By the way,” she added, “You’ll be thrilled to know that Wanda’s been matched up with a foster child.”

      I’d forgotten that I missed a meeting while away. That shot down my idea of foisting Heather off on Wanda. “That went quickly. Has she signed the papers yet?”

      She put her finger on her chin. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure.”

      My mind leapt to Plan B as Tea excused herself to get back to her own office and work.

      Heather sat down in the chair that Tea had vacated and said, “That’s not good news about Wanda, is it?”

      I nodded. “I don’t think so. I can still ask her, but it’s not ideal. I’m going to call someone else first.” I debated calling Margo right now but thought better of it. I needed to do it when Heather wasn’t within earshot. I’d call her later on my cell phone or send Heather on an errand of some sort. As Heather sat in front of me, I wracked my brain for something for her to do today so she wasn’t sitting around, bored, while I worked. I suddenly had a flash of brilliance. I’d been thinking about reconfiguring the space that Tea and I used to inhabit but packing up dead files and rearranging would be right up Heather’s alley. She was a great organizer when she worked for me.

      I glanced at my calendar, and I had back-to-back meetings from ten to two, so this would be the perfect opportunity. I got up from my chair and said, “Follow me. I have a project for you.”

      She smiled, “Awesome. I can’t just stare at you all day. And I’m guessing you'll let me know when you get your alternative plan about my living arrangement together.”

      Here we go again, I thought, me taking on someone else’s problems. And I didn’t even like her! “You’ll be the first to know after me.”

      She winced as we stepped out into the bright sunshine for the walk over to the customer service building. After a decent meal last night and a big breakfast this morning, she at least had a slightly better color in her cheeks. The building looked like it hadn’t been touched since Tea and I vacated it. Files lay scattered everywhere, stacks of paper on the desks, unused office equipment sitting idle on the floor, and general disarray. I explained. “This is where Tea and I used to work before I got promoted and Tea relocated. We don’t know how the space will be used, but it needs to be straightened, files need to be boxed, the desks need to be emptied, garbage needs to be bagged, and just a general organization needs to be done. You’re perfect for the job.” I hoped.

      She absorbed what I told her. “Okay, so I’ll need file boxes, garbage bags, and general storage boxes.” She walked back to the break room. “How about this area?”

      At least her brain still worked. “It needs to be completely boxed up too. We’re thinking of converting it into office space. You can take down the folding tables and chairs, stack them in the corner over there, and box up anything in the cabinets. They can be moved to another break room in the main building.” I hoped she’d have the energy to match her enthusiasm. “I have meetings from ten to two. Feel free to take lunch in the break room. We have vending machines with sandwiches, chips, and drinks. Do you need money?”

      She nodded, her eyes downcast.

      I gave her a twenty-dollar bill. “Don’t worry about it, we’ll pay you for today. Can’t have the labor department coming after us.”

      She held out her arms as if to hug me. “You don’t owe me anything, Miranda. I owe you.”

      I stepped back out of reach. I wasn’t ready for hugs. “I don’t think there’s anything you can do there. I’m doing my best to pretend it all didn’t happen.”

      She smiled. “Thanks for saying that, Miranda. It means a lot.”

      I looked at my watch, uncomfortable. It wasn’t my intention to make this easy for her. “Okay, I’ve got to get back to my office. I’ll make sure you get what you need. In the meantime, you can start straightening.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll check back with you after two.”

      I flipped a half-wave at her. “Thanks. I’ll see you then.” I headed back to my office.

      An hour remained until my first meeting, so I dialed Margo. She answered on the first ring. “Miranda, I’m so glad you called. I’m dying to find out what happened in court.”

      I felt like a horrible friend. I hadn’t called Margo, Lyanne, or Wanda about Kara and my acquittal on murder charges. Sadly, our investigative group, The WAIT (Wine as an Investigative Tool) Club, needed to meet again, if not to solve a murder case, at least to consume some wine.

      “Margo, I’m so sorry I didn’t call. I’ll tell you the outcome later, but at least you can tell I’m free. After court, the six of us took a family vacation to Sedona. We had a heavenly time.”

      She laughed. “Well, that’s all I need to know. You can tell me the details when we get together. I’m so happy to hear it. I’d love to get back to Sedona. I spent my honeymoon with husband number three there, and you’re right. We loved it too.” She sighed. “But enough about me back when I used to have a life. I’m sure you’ve called me for a reason.”

      “As a matter of fact, I have.” I hesitated, not wanting to mess this up. “Um, did I ever mention my friend Heather to you?”

      “No, only your enemy for life, Heather. The one who killed your friend by mistake, trying to kill you and steal your company from you. Then, she stole half a million dollars after she failed to kill you and steal your company. That Heather?”

      She sure knew how to hit the nail on the head. I cringed at her accurate description of my relationship with Heather. “Okay, I can see how you would describe her that way.”

      A long pause ensued before she said, “Well, how would you describe her?”

      I sucked in a deep breath and chose my words carefully as I tried to sort out my own feelings since Heather showed up on my doorstep. “Okay. Until she arrived last night, I would have described her as you did, and it is still what she did, but she’s in a twelve-step program, and she’s seeking to make amends⁠—”

      “—and you are step nine.”

      “How did you know?”

      She kind of snorted an odd sound coming from Margo. “If you knew the number of times I was the recipient of step nine.”

      “What?”

      “You know I’ve been through five husbands, right?”

      “Yes, but they all died.”

      She agreed. “They all eventually died, but they each needed forgiveness in the meantime, some of which were involved in twelve-step programs. And I’m not saying they weren’t sincere while they were in the program, but they seldom stuck long term.”

      I already had trust issues with Heather despite my attempt to get past my severe anger toward her. Unfortunately, Margo reinforced my fears while reducing my alternative places to send Heather. Since I hadn’t asked yet, I figured I might as well plunge ahead and hope for a miracle. I crossed my fingers as I spoke. “Okay, so I hear you. But I’m going to ask you a favor, and feel free to say no. Heather’s been staying in a halfway house in Venice Beach, and she hitchhiked up to my house last night. My initial reaction was identical to yours, only way more severe, when she showed up, but I’m trying to get past my anger. And you’re right, for all I know, this is all twelve-step induced, and she’ll go off the wagon, in more ways than one, once she gets back to real life. But for now, for whatever reason, I’m cutting her some slack. But God forgive me if she does one more thing on my watch; I’m done.”

      I could almost see the smile on her face. “Miranda, you’re giving her one more chance than I would. I give you credit for that.”

      Here comes the hard part. “I’d like to say I feel totally good about it, but thanks. But, for better or worse, here’s my ask. I know you had thought about fostering when we discussed it during our last girl’s weekend. And I know Heather’s not a kid. God, she’s got to be late twenties by now, but would you consider letting her stay with you while she continues her twelve-step program and figures out what she will do with the rest of her life?”

      I listened closely to the dead air and found myself praying. I was starting to wonder if she’d hung up when she finally responded. “Yes, Miranda, I’ll do it.”

      I could hardly believe it. “You will? Why?”

      Margo started slowly. “We’ve had the conversation several times about how much space I have and how lonely I feel. It’s not quite as bad here as I had in Long Beach. But it’s still a big house, and while I have staff, they disappear at night to their own quarters. That’s the worst time to be alone. That’s a poor excuse to take in a stranger, especially someone with her background. But maybe having Heather here would be good for both of us. I need to have an attitude adjustment about the girl. I’ve hated her for so long for what she did to you without even knowing her. Maybe it’s unfair. I’ve been judged by so many along the way; maybe this is my path to redemption. Or maybe you just caught me on a good day.”

      I wanted to talk more, but I looked at my watch. “Gotta run. I’m due at a meeting in a couple of minutes. I’ll give you a call when we come out. Could you buy her clothes if I text you her sizes? Anything age-appropriate would be great.”

      She laughed. “I can hardly wait. You’re giving me the daughter I never had.”

      I smiled. “It’s the least I can do.” I hoped we’d all be smiling and laughing six months from now.
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      Heather dropped in around 2:15 to report her progress. “I’ve pretty much completed everything you asked me to do. I’m still waiting for a couple of boxes. That guy, Tom, isn’t too responsive. I’ve been waiting for bigger boxes for hours.”

      “Look at you. I set you free for a few hours, and suddenly you’re acting like management.”

      Her shoulders slumped making her look like a chastised child. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take over or anything. I just really need to prove to you that I meant it when I said I wanted to make amends.”

      I studied her for a moment, wondering if I was doing the right thing. “Sit down. I’ve spoken to someone else, and I think this will work out even better than Wanda.” She lowered herself into the chair on the other side of my desk. I blurted out Margo’s bio as if I needed to sell her to Heather, which I didn’t, I had to remind myself. “Margo Prentice is a fascinating woman. I met her on the flight to Switzerland for Tara’s murder trial. She had been orphaned at a young age, pulled herself up by her bootstraps, and became Montserrat's Princess in her twenties. Unfortunately, much of the island nation got destroyed by a volcano that killed her husband, the Prince. She then emigrated to the U.S., eventually marrying other wealthy and influential men an additional four times.”

      Heather kept her head lowered, her hands folded in her lap. “Why would someone like that want to take me in?”

      “I know she sounds intimidating, but she is anything but. She is funny, she’s warm, and she’s a wonderful person. She’s got a heart as big as the Grand Canyon and I think you two will really hit it off.” I fervently hoped I was doing the right thing. Could I be setting Margo up for something horrible? I prayed not.

      Heather brightened, her face lighting up with a big smile. “Thank you so much, Miranda. I really dreaded going back to that halfway house. You have no idea what it’s like.”

      I nodded and tried to pull myself back to reality. “You’re right, and I never want to know. And I hope you’ll never have to experience that again.”

      “I promise. Never. I’m done with that life. Trust me. Where does she live? Anywhere near you?”

      I gave her a forced smile, trying to convince myself that this was the right thing to do. “She lives in a hundred-year-old, five-thousand-square-foot mansion in downtown Monterey, within view and walking distance of the beach. And you can walk almost anywhere from there: the store, the bank, restaurants, and shops. It’s really a cute town. Have you ever been there?”

      She gave it some thought. “I don’t even know. I don’t think so.”

      I reassured her, wondering if she protested too much. “Well, you will love it. It’s so different from L.A.”

      She nodded. “Good. I’ve had it with Southern California. If I never go back, it will be too soon.”

      She returned to my old office to finish her task, and I took the opportunity to drop into Jason’s office to give him the update face-to-face.

      As usual, his paperwork nearly buried him. He smiled when I came in. “So, there you are. I wondered if you’d finally make it here.”

      I grimaced. “Well, if I didn’t have so many damned meetings, I’d actually be able to get work done. But I’m not here to talk about work.”

      He cleared a spot on his desk for his elbows. “Good. I didn’t really want to.”

      I jumped in. “Well, I’m sorry we didn’t get more of a chance to talk this morning. But I’m still coming to terms with Heather’s return. I have so many mixed emotions. A part of me can’t help wanting to help her, but another part of me still hates her guts.”

      He nodded. “I get it. I don’t know if I could ever get over it.”

      I frowned. “So should I just send her back and forget she reached out?”

      He looked a touch exasperated. “I have no idea. I probably would. She tried to kill you. But for the luck of the draw, you’d be dead right now.”

      I nodded. “Funny how you were the voice of reason last night, and how you’re taking the crazy Miranda side. I can’t keep up.”

      He looked at me as if I were from another planet. “I’m supposed to put myself in your shoes. Right?”

      I shook my head. “Well, kind of. But you’re supposed to give me your honest opinion too.” I smiled. “She’s here with me, by the way, helping me clean up the old customer service suite.”

      He grimaced. “Am I going to have to search for bodies or check the bank account when she leaves?”

      I started getting impatient with the whole conversation. “Maybe.”

      He nodded. “Okay, I get that you didn’t want to leave her at the house. Just keep an eye on her. I don’t want to have to explain to Bob that we lost an unexplained half million.”

      I figured that might be the best I could do right now. “Okay. I’ll accept that. Thanks for your flexibility because she’ll be back tonight. I’ve made arrangements for her to move in with Margo for a while, but I won’t be able to take her over there until the weekend; I don’t think, unless I can fit it in one of these evenings. But with traffic, that might not work.”

      He asked, “How does Margo feel about the whole thing?”

      I answered honestly. “It took a little for her to get there, too, but we had a meeting of the minds.” I stood up. “We’ll be home at the normal time, I’m pretty sure.”

      He came around from his desk and put his arms around me. “Good luck with everything. I’ll try to be as supportive as I can.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, Cowboy. I appreciate that.”

      As I headed back to my office, I dialed Wanda’s number. She answered immediately. “Hey, Miranda, how’d your court appearance go?”

      I smiled, barely believing that I hadn’t told her yet that I had been acquitted. “Um, I got off.”

      She hesitated. “I can’t believe you didn’t call me yet.”

      I laughed. “Wanda, let’s not go there again. I’ll fill you in on the details later. But as it turned out, we went to Sedona from there, so my whole family dominated the week.” I tried to think of a politically appropriate way to bring this up. “And, oh, by the way, how did the adoption class go last week?” I knew she hadn’t told me either, so I tried to make a point in my own way.

      She hesitated. “Um, well, it went really well.”

      I spurred her on. “So?”

      She called my bluff. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll fill you in on that when you fill me in on what happened with your case.”

      I decided to drive her crazy. “Okay, see ya. Heather’s back.” I hung up.

      I headed to my office when I ended my phone call. I could feel the phone vibrating in my pocket, knowing it had to be Wanda. I wouldn’t pick it up right now. I would let her suffer for a while.

      I dug out the piece of paper with Tea’s wedding planner’s number on it and dialed. She answered on the first ring. “Wedding Planners Unlimited.”

      I did my best to sound business-like. “Cicily Blanchard, please.”

      She responded pleasantly. “This is she.”

      I decided to stay pleasant first, then shift if necessary. “Cicily, this is Miranda Marquette, Tea Presley’s maid of honor. You remember, we met a few months back.”

      Her pleasant response sounded a little more forced. “Oh, yes, Miranda, what can I do for you?”

      I continued. “Well, I hope you can clear up a misunderstanding. I hear from Tea that there have been several issues with the band, the caterer, and the flowers, which you have been unable to resolve.”

      She agreed. “Yes, there have been a few glitches, but things seem to be back on track now.”

      I smiled. “Well, things are back on track mainly because Tea and I took it upon ourselves to book a new band, find a new caterer and call a new florist, so here’s my issue. Tea tells me that you have refused to return the portion of the deposit related to those services, which to my way of thinking, is most of it.”

      She seemed to be rustling papers. “Actually, the contract states that as long as the services are booked and provided by whatever means is necessary, the deposit is due and owing and is non-refundable.”

      I couldn’t believe she would try to make that contract provision hold up. I did my best to hold my temper. “Ms. Blanchard, surely you can’t mean that whatever means is necessary includes the bride and the maid of honor doing your job and paying the vendors separately for those services.”

      She continued. “Ms. Marquette, I have rented the hall, the tables, the chairs, taken care of the church, the limo, the minister, the photographer, and a hundred other details that you will never even be privy to. If, after you pay for the services you have secured, you have documented invoices and payments, I will happily consider reimbursing you for those services, as long as I approve the quality and quantity of the same.”

      Now I felt downright angry. “Ms. Blanchard, I am going to tell you how it’s going to be. This afternoon, I will email you invoices for the services we have contracted for, and I will expect a check for the total amount of those services. I have done internet searches, and this is not the first time this has been an issue with you. You already have a two-and-a-half-star rating on Yelp, and we will add one-star ratings to that and your Facebook page. My family is having multiple weddings over the next two years, and it would be nice if we could utilize your services, but I wouldn’t be able to recommend you to anyone as we stand right now.”

      A long silence followed. “How much does that total?”

      I gave myself an imaginary high five. “$10,000. $6250 for the food. $750 for the bar. $1,000 for the band and $2,000 for the flowers.” I had inside information and knew Tea’s parents had put down a deposit of over thirty thousand dollars and probably would end up spending fifty in the end. Why they didn’t have them elope and give them a nice down payment on a house baffled me.

      She sounded defeated. “Okay, Tea will have a check by the end of the week.” She did her best to put a positive spin on it. “I do hope we can do business together in the future.”

      I smiled. “I do too, Cicily. You seem like a very nice person,” I lied. There wasn’t a snowball’s chance I would do business with this woman. We hung up.

      I nearly danced over to Tea’s office. She appeared to be buried in a spreadsheet. I waited until she finished copying and pasting formulas. She smiled. “Hey, how’s it going with Heather?” Then she looked around as if Heather might pop up any second and whispered, “Wasn’t she the one who nearly killed you and stole a bunch of money from you?”

      I kicked myself. Is there no one who didn’t know that story? “Well, yes, but she’s turning her life around.”

      She chewed on a number two pencil and then made notes on a printed sheet in front of her. “Did you call Cicily? No pressure. I know you’re busy.”

      Pleased with the success of my call, I wanted to make a dramatic announcement. “Okay, drum roll.” I tapped one out on the edge of her desk. “You should be receiving a check for ten thousand dollars by the end of the week.”

      She looked at me like it didn’t register at first. Then she jumped up and ran over and threw her arms around me. “I knew you could do it! What did you do, threaten to arrest her or something?”

      I laughed. “No, a combination of threatening bad internet ratings and holding out the possibility of more business with her in the future if she did the right thing.”

      She shook her head. “You wouldn’t actually use her, would you?”

      I smiled and whispered, “No, but she doesn’t need to know that.”
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      Heather and I beat Jason home, so we decided to cook dinner together. She had met him last night, but I still have some issues with her, so I planned for the three of us to spend the evening getting acquainted and reacquainted.

      I scoped out the cabinets, the fridge, and the freezer to see what we could cob together that would look like we had planned it all day. When I opened the freezer, I found actual food. “I forgot I had a bag of raw frozen shrimp. Can you start thawing them under cold water?” I asked Heather.

      She grabbed the bag from me as I poured two glasses of wine before thinking.

      She solved my dilemma by getting a glass from the cupboard and filling it with water. “More for you,” she said with a smile.

      She added, “Alcohol was never my drug of choice, Miranda, but I have substance issues. I’ve been clean for six months. Initially, my twelve-step journey helped me address emotional abuse issues and the fact that I hadn’t made amends with the Lord or those I had wronged, like you. I had lied to myself and others for so long and used drugs to help me get through my day. It took this program for me to finally admit I have physical addiction issues. I guess I can be happy about that.”

      I looked over at her to see tears streaming down her cheeks. I wondered if they were real or manufactured. I knew how manipulative Heather could be.

      She said, “After I left Malibu, I needed a drink to look in the mirror and not want to throw up. I couldn’t stand myself. And it only got worse from there. They say you are your harshest critic, and I learned the hard way. However you and everyone else felt about me, I felt worse.”

      I have to admit, I had trouble feeling sorry for her when I thought, in detail, about the things she had done, but when I thought about her tortured soul, it came easier. I stretched the truth just a touch. “It’s going to be okay now. I have a good feeling.”

      More tears ran down her cheeks as she ran the frozen shrimp under cold water.

      I tried to distract her. “Okay, we’ve got Fra Diavolo sauce and angel hair pasta, so I think we can do something with that. I might even have frozen Italian bread that we can make garlic bread with. It’ll be awesome.”

      She wiped her tears away and took a sip of water.

      Jason strolled through the door a few minutes later as the sauce simmered, and the pasta came to a boil. He jokingly walked back out the door and said, “Wow, I thought I’d come home to the wrong place. There is actually cooking going on.”

      Heather seemed a little nervous about how he would react to her, but he did his best to make her feel comfortable. “Miranda tells me that you were quite a writer in your day. Tell me about that.”

      She smiled proudly. “Yes, I loved John Steinbeck. She must have told you that she and I stopped at his house and museum in Salinas for lunch. We had so much fun.”

      He nodded. “Yes, she did.”

      I handed him the extra glass of wine as if I’d had it there waiting just for him. He held the glass and seemed to be searching for more to say.

      “Why don’t you leave us to do the cooking,” I suggested.

      His face lit up as if he’d just had a bright idea and he headed toward the back door. “Hold on a minute. I’ll be right back.”

      I knew where he had gone. We used the storage shed for boxes we had moved that contained items we didn’t know what to do with. Among those boxes, we’d stored one that Heather had left at my house in Malibu that I couldn’t part with even though she had betrayed me deeply. Somehow, I must have known that Heather and I would see each other again. Otherwise, why would I have kept it?

      Within a few minutes, Jason returned to the kitchen with a box the size of a small U-Haul moving box filled with Heather’s writing. She recognized it immediately and protested. “No way you kept that all this time.”

      It was my turn to prevaricate. “When I piled my clothes into the car and skipped town, I grabbed a few things, including that box. I didn’t want that part of history to get lost with the house.” The truth was, I had thought it was a box full of my own personal papers. Once I figured out what it was, I just never got around to burning it.

      She continued to thaw the shrimp. “I’m not going to go through it right now, but you can bet I will later. Thank you so much. This means the world to me.” She wiped a tear from her eye. This clearly had been an even more emotional issue than she let on.

      I nodded, “Take your time. It might be hard reading it now.”

      Her face reddened. “I will. Thanks.”

      I nodded. “I understand. It’s very personal.”

      She agreed. “I don’t even remember who I was when I wrote that stuff.”

      I bit my lip. I wanted to say that she was probably a better person than she’d become, but that wouldn’t be nice, so I said, “I’m sure you haven’t changed that much.”

      She didn’t pick up on my sarcasm. “What do you want me to do with the shrimp once I have them thawed?”

      I thought for a minute. “Let’s sauté them in garlic butter and then throw them in the sauce.”

      Jason picked up his wine and headed to the bedroom to change. “It appears that you two have this well under control.”

      I kissed him on his way out and whispered, “Thanks.”

      He breathed me in. “I do it for you.”

      Heather protested. “Come on, guys. It’s hard enough being the third wheel without you sticking your tongues down each other's throats.”

      I forced a laugh. “Gross. Not even close.” It seemed like she got more comfortable all the time. I wish I felt the same.

      She looked around the kitchen and asked, “Where is a large frying pan so I can start sautéing the shrimp?”

      I directed her. “Just to the right of the stove, the right door on the bottom.”

      She opened the cabinet and pulled out the frying pan. “This reminds me of when we used to cook together in Malibu. Have you thought any more about getting into catering, or have you given up on that dream?”

      I considered the question briefly. “After moving to Santa Clara, I concentrated more on survival and learning my job, so I gave up on the idea of having my own business again. But now that my life has stabilized and I’m in management, I’m thinking differently and looking a few years out. I would definitely consider it in the future.” I thought about Tea’s wedding. “Tea lost her caterer, and I actually thought about trying to fill in, but with two hundred and fifty guests, that wasn’t a good place to start. But at least I had the thought, so that’s a step in the right direction.”

      Heather chatted while she sautéed the shrimp. “I was wondering, I know that you two were kind of like oil and water, but do you ever see Patricia?”

      I hadn’t mentioned Patricia so far. There were far more important things to talk about. I wasn’t even sure how Heather felt about her; it had been so long since we had all been together. “Patricia and I reconciled, then got into another mess and nearly lost one another again, but now we’re back and better than ever.”

      She scooped the shrimp out of the pan and into the simmering sauce. “That’s nice. I never would have predicted you two as friends.”

      I suddenly felt defensive, and my jaw clenched. “You do remember that Patricia and I both testified at Tara’s murder trial in Switzerland, right?”

      She put her finger on her chin, totally oblivious. “Yeah, now that you mention it. I hadn’t remembered that Patricia was there, but of course, she had to be. I guess I’d ripped you off pretty badly around that time.” She cringed.

      I said under my breath. “Makes sense, I guess.”

      She smiled sadly. “It’s not something I’m proud of, but when you were gone for long periods of time, like when you went on trial for murder in New Orleans, it got me thinking how easy it would be. I took advantage of your trust in me, and I am so ashamed of that, Miranda.”

      “Okay.” She’d have to do more to earn forgiveness but at least she was trying. “So anyway, while Patricia and I were in Switzerland, we came to a meeting of the minds and became close friends for the first time. In fact, when you moved out, she moved in and replaced you with the company. Unfortunately, it didn’t last long because everything went pretty fast once the government started unraveling things.” I thought of something else I’d always wanted to ask Heather. “Did you have anything to do with the government taking the company down? I never could figure out how they became so familiar with our contracts.”

      She shook her head. “No, all that started before I even had a clue how things operated. But I am sorry about all that. They didn’t have to take such an aggressive stance. They could have slapped you on the wrist and fined you. I think it may have been a timing thing. They wanted to make an example of you.”

      I agreed. “I think so too, but honestly, in hindsight, it could be the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      She looked at me askance. “Really? You wouldn’t rather be a millionaire living in Malibu right now?”

      I raised my arms to encompass the room. “Absolutely not. Look at what I’ve got here. I have a man I love and adore who feels the same about me. My brother and sister-in-law are a walk down the street. My sister and brother-in-law will be a seven-minute drive, and my mom and stepdad may live around the corner. I love my job and feel like they are my second family. I have more friends than I’ve ever had in my life.”

      Just as we finished the cooking, Jason came out, all showered and refreshed and looking hot, lucky, or maybe unlucky that we had company. I slapped his butt on the way by, to remind him not to forget me. He smiled. “What did you do that for?”

      I winked. “Oh, nothing.”

      Heather laughed. “Miranda, you’ll have to take a cold shower next.”

      We sat down to eat and spent two hours talking. Mostly, I let Heather fill us in on her pathetic life since our last encounter. Somehow, I felt a little better.
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      On Tuesday morning, as Heather and I walked into Ion for the second straight day, I asked Anna if she could find anything for Heather to do. She had polished off her first task easily in one day, so I had nothing else to assign her at this point.

      Anna said, “I’m glad you asked. I wondered if she might be coming back, so I checked around yesterday just in case.”

      Sometimes she amazed me. “God, Anna, why don’t you report to me?”

      She giggled. “I’m up for bids annually. Whoever bribes me the most is the winner. This year, well, every year, it’s Bob. Because, after all, he makes the most, so his bribes usually involve warm-weather climates and multi-week vacations.”

      “I see how that works. I wouldn’t want to steal you from him anyway. He would find a way to make me pay, I’m sure.” I reminded her of the topic we were on. “So, what have you got in mind?”

      She picked up a notepad and showed me a list of names with only one not scratched out. “So far, only Rick seems to need extra help.” She pulled me aside and spoke softly. “And I hope it’s not the outfit.”

      I took on my serious ex-cop voice. “Alright, I’ll do an investigation, and if that’s the case, I’ll take her to H.R. I’m sure they can always find something.”

      Heather raised her hand. “You can still see me standing here, right?”

      “Yes, we’re not ignoring you. It’s just that Rick has quite a reputation as a ladies’ man, and I don’t want to subject you to that, especially since he’s old enough to be your dad.”

      She brushed me off. “I’m sure I can handle this guy. I mean, I’ve been homeless and lived on the streets and off of people’s kindness. I’ve learned how to be friendly, but not too friendly, if you know what I mean.”

      “I’m sure you can take care of yourself. I don’t want Rick thinking that he has gotten away with something.” I turned to Anna. “I’ll take her down to the lab to see what he has in mind. Or, better yet, I should go to the break room since we all know that’s where he hangs out this time of day.”

      Anna waved. “Let me know if it doesn’t work out. I always have filing. It’s not the most glamorous job, but it would keep her busy.”

      Heather left the room ahead of me and Anna took me aside. “I wouldn’t worry about Rick if I were you, Miranda. I don’t know what your friend looked like in the past, but right now all I see is a skinny former addict in need of a lot of good meals.”

      She was right, of course. I’d been seeing Heather through the eyes of our former friendship, not the downtrodden gaunt figure she’d become.

      I caught up with Heather and we continued down the hall toward the break room. “This seems like a nice place to work,” she said.

      “It is. You get the typical politics and back-biting that you get anywhere, but on the whole, it’s nice.”

      True to form, a few people were scattered in the break room, a couple of people to a table, but right near the coffee station sat a table full of young women and Rick. They were yucking it up like Spring Break in Daytona Beach, but thankfully they wore work-appropriate attire.

      I motioned Rick over, who had caught my eye when we entered from the hallway.

      He smiled, eyeing Heather. “Miranda, I meant to ask who spent the day with you yesterday, so I’m glad she’s back.”

      He stuck out his hand. “Hi, I’m Rick.”

      She smiled sweetly and spoke with a bit of breathlessness, reminding me a bit of the old Heather. “Heather. Nice to meet you, Rick.” I could tell she was playing him a bit, but he had no idea. “Anna at the front desk tells us you need help. Just let me know what I can do.”

      Even now, she stood up favorably against the assorted young women surrounding Rick. Malnourished as she appeared, she still had those hauntingly lovely eyes and sweet smile.

      Rick was obviously charmed. “I do have stuff that needs to be done. Have you ever done any internet research? We’re looking into new products to ensure that someone else hasn’t beaten us to the market. It would involve Google and searches of the U.S. Copyright Office website. Do you think you could handle that?”

      Knowing that Heather could handle that in her sleep, I would be fascinated to see her response.

      She brushed back an imaginary strand of hair. “Well, Rick, I think I could do it, but you’d be around to help if I got stuck, right?”

      Sweet old gullible Rick. “Oh, yeah. I’ll be right there in the lab.”

      She smiled and winked. “Okay, I’ll see you there.”

      Interesting to see she hadn’t lost her touch when it came to the male species.

      She followed me back to my office where we drank coffee until eight o’clock when Tea arrived. Heather waved as she headed down to the lab. I felt a little guilty as if I might be letting my guard down too soon. I had no idea who this new Heather was or what she was capable of.

      I walked across the hall to Tea’s office, trying to clear my head. She seemed a little distant, and I wanted to address it before it took on a life of its own, ten days before her wedding.

      She immediately sat down at her computer and started typing, giving me the impression that something had happened. I asked, “So, Tea, what’s up?”

      She continued typing. “I’m busy with the wedding and everything.” She never looked at me. She just stared at her screen.

      I sat in one of the chairs in her office and waited in silence. She continued to type.

      Finally, she stopped. “What, Miranda? What exactly do you need? I actually have work to do, believe it or not. I don’t have time like some people to hang out all day with friends who don’t even work here.”

      I smiled to myself. Young Tea was jealous. I started slowly. “First, you’re right. I need to get her hired as a temp or bring her on as an intern or something before I get in big trouble with the labor department, or, at least human resources. But seriously, Tea, I had four hours of meetings yesterday, and Heather spent the whole day getting our old space straightened so that we can repurpose it. She boxed up files and pretty much got everything out of there and either into storage or thrown away.”

      She startled me with her sarcastic response. “Oh, well, isn’t she special? This is the woman who, except for her ineptitude, killed your teammate instead of you because she got the wrong sled number to sabotage? This woman stole half a million dollars from you, more money than I’ll make over the next ten years. And now she comes back, and it’s Heather this and Heather that. I don’t get it.”

      It wasn’t that I didn’t understand how she felt. Had someone predicted that Heather would return to my life, I would have thought I’d have never expected even to give her the time of day. But I don’t have the time in my life for anger or remorse. If she isn’t sincere about her turnaround, she’d have to take responsibility for that, and I didn’t have the time or inclination to worry about it right now. I would deal with it when and if it happened. I chose to live in the present and accept that a former friend had returned to my life and was in need.

      I wasn’t sure if I could make sense of that to Tea, but I tried. “At the time Annika died, and subsequently Patricia walked out of my life, I dipped to a real low point. My teammate Tara had been killed a few months earlier, my company came under investigation, and my world felt like it had crumbled around me. Heather became my best friend, and we did everything together. We worked together. We traveled together. We lived together. It seems hard to conceive now, but I even started questioning my sexuality. I loved Heather that much.”

      She looked me in the eye. “Is that what this is about? Do you love Heather?”

      I protested. “No. Not in that way. But I loved her as a friend and wanted what was best for her, the same way I only want what is best for you. Now, turn the page ahead five years. Now, I don’t know who she is or what she really wants. I’m taking it one day at a time.”

      She smiled a little. “Okay, Miranda. You know it’s only because I love you like a mother and worry about you. You are way too forgiving in my book, so please don’t just let her off the hook.”

      I reassured her. “Heather will only be here through the end of the week, and then she will move in with Margo. I really think that will be a good move for both of them. Margo needs company, and in some ways, she needs a child. Heather needs a chaperone and, in many ways, needs a mother. It’s symbiotic in the best way imaginable.” I laughed. “It’ll either be a major success or explode in everyone’s face.”

      She bit her lip. “That seems a lot like the situation she was in when she nearly killed you. Be careful, Miranda.”

      I winced. “I will.” I said a prayer under my breath even though I wasn’t even sure I believed in God. I needed all the help I could get.”
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      As expected, I had meetings most of the day. It hadn’t been that a few of them weren’t productive or necessary, they were just either too long or unfocused. At some point, I would take on the culture that had developed at Ion, but not right now.

      Heather and I sat in my office at 4:45, and she summed up her day for me, smiling, “That Rick is something else.”

      I held my breath, not knowing what might come next. I picked up a pencil and twirled it through my fingers. “Really?”

      “He’s so damned charming. He is smart and funny. I kept pinching myself so that I wouldn’t laugh at his jokes. Well, they weren’t jokes; actually, they were just remarks. It was kind of like being on a talk show all day long. I can see why he gets an audience in the break room every morning. I had a fun day. Thank you for setting me up with him.”

      I sat up straight and dropped the pencil. “Speaking of which, if you’re going to be working here for the next few days, getting you clothes might not be a bad idea. You can’t wear the same shorts and top at Ion for the next three days. It’s not cool, and I don’t have anything small enough for you. So, let’s go to Wal-Mart after Patricia’s tonight.”

      She looked at me with panic. “Oh my God, I forgot we’re going to Patricia’s. What if she still hates me? I have no idea how she feels about me now.”

      I did my best to calm her down. “I’ve already texted her to let her know you’d be coming with me. She seemed fine about seeing you. You have to remember that she’s been through many changes since you last saw her and isn’t likely to be as judgmental as she may have otherwise been.”

      She asked, “What’s her mom like?”

      I thought about it. “She’s very nice. She’s a little reserved before you get to know her, but I think you’ll be fine with her. I don’t think she’ll judge you since you’ve returned to make it right with those you wronged.”

      She looked worried. “I hope not.”

      I thought about it. “Me too.”

      Later, after a quick trip to Walmart, we held our breath as we headed to Patricia’s, hoping the time that had passed would help to heal some of the wounds.
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      Patricia pulled up behind my Rover to keep our perfect record as I parked in front of the apartment building on El Camino Real. Patricia looked nervous as I watched her face in the rear-view mirror. Heather and I jumped out of the car at the same time.

      Patricia got to me first, and we hugged. She held me close and whispered, “You’ll have to help me out a little. I’m struggling with all of this.”

      I wished she had filled me in sooner. “It’s going to be fine.”

      By then, Heather had reached us from the passenger side. I already knew there wasn’t much love lost between those two, partially because Patricia and I weren’t in a good place when the three of us were last together. It had only been a few days before Heather’s departure that Patricia and I finally started seeing eye to eye.

      They hugged, one of those awkward hugs you gave your great aunt that you didn’t want to get anywhere near them. Heather started the conversation with a forced cheerfulness. “So, Patricia, what have you been up to?”

      Patricia glanced at me as if to ask how much I might have already told her. I shrugged. “Well, my son Nate is three and I’m working for Kharma. This year, we’re giving Apple a run for its money in the cell phone market. Next year, we are moving into laptops.”

      Heather kept up the façade of interest. “You’re so lucky. Must be a fascinating place to work.”

      Patricia agreed, her voice still strained. “It is. I’m glad to get in on the ground floor. We plan on doubling in size annually, until we’re a dominant player in the market.”

      Heather leapt up the stairs to open the screen door ahead of Patricia. “Well, I’ve always said that Patricia will be a dominant player one day.”

      Patricia seemed lost for words. This would be a rocky visit unless something changed dramatically. I pointed at the door and said, “Maybe we should head in.” I hoped that Toni, Patricia’s mom, could help to save the day. However, as we entered, I suddenly grasped something enormous I hadn’t considered when bringing Heather back into Patricia’s life. While Heather had been acquitted in court of killing our teammate, Annika, she admitted to the killing and that she stole my money just before she skipped town. This meeting represented the first time Patricia had seen Heather since she learned she had killed Annika. How could it not be awkward? Since Annika had been a closer friend to Patricia than to me, I wondered if Heather had a plan to make amends to Patricia for the pain she had caused her. Had I been paying closer attention to who the players were in this real-life drama, I would have realized I shouldn’t have rammed Heather down Patricia’s throat. As we walked into Toni’s apartment, I worked on a way to get that message to Heather.

      Patricia passed Heather and headed in. I saw my opportunity. I called Patricia, “Can you excuse us for a minute?”

      Patricia turned around with raised eyebrows. Instead of asking anything, she shut the door behind us.

      Heather asked, “What?”

      I tried to think of how to be as tactful as possible because I didn’t want a confrontation with Heather to avoid one with Patricia. “I think that you and I have done pretty well since you came back into my life, right?”

      She smiled. “Yes. Right. You’ve been better than I could have hoped.”

      I put my hand out. “Okay. Hold that thought. Now, think about the last time you saw Patricia.”

      Her eyes moved as if searching and I watched as she brought up the memory. “At the police station we all gave statements after Annika died.”

      I stared at her.

      She stared back, her eyes wide in all innocence. “What?”

      I took her hand. “You can’t be that obtuse. You killed Annika. Her last recollection of you is as an allegedly grieving peer in a police station, making a statement side by side with her, with everyone assuming that the father of her child killed Annika. You were pretending, lying straight to her face. She and Annika were very close and were roomies. You did it, and she knows that now. What are you going to do about it?”

      She quickly folded her arms around herself in a hug, rocking back and forth, focusing on nothing, the expression on her face like a caged animal. I snapped my fingers in front of her face. She stared at me but said nothing. I got frustrated and a little bit frightened. I touched her hand again. It felt like ice.

      I thought about taking her back to the car and going home. Perhaps this wasn’t the time or the place to draw a line in the sand. Maybe Heather wasn’t strong enough to take responsibility for what she had done to me and Patricia, which seemed even more horrific in some ways.

      I had decided to let Patricia know we were leaving, when Heather started coming around. She spoke quietly at first. “You’re right, Miranda. I don’t get to choose. Only the creator gets to choose. If step nine were supposed to be easy, it wouldn’t be the step that caused ninety percent of people who fail a twelve-step program to drop out. It is where the rubber meets the road. I need to accept whatever consequences tonight brings to me. Hopefully, it will make me stronger and keep me in the program forever. Let’s go inside.”

      We headed back up the porch steps to Toni’s apartment and knocked on the door. Toni came to the door with her apron on. She hugged me, then she reached out and hugged Heather. “You must be Heather. I’m so glad to finally meet you.”

      Heather responded. “It’s very nice to meet you too, Mrs. White.”

      Toni responded. “Call me Toni. Please.”

      Heather said, “Toni then. Thank you.”

      Patricia played with Nate and didn’t acknowledge us when we came in. I thought she intended it that way.

      Heather cleared her throat. “Patricia, can we talk for a minute?”

      Patricia nodded. She got up off the floor and handed Nate to me. I always enjoyed playing with my godson. They sat at the table.

      Heather sat across from Patricia, took both of her hands in hers, and looked directly into her eyes. “Patricia, I owe you a major apology. I should never have stepped into your world, acting like everything could go back to normal. I am so sorry that I killed Annika. I know it doesn’t make it any more forgivable that I meant to kill Miranda, but she somehow got miraculously saved by a sled number mix-up. But probably worse than that, I am sorry that I allowed the investigators, the police, and your friends, to believe that Larry, your partner and the father of your child, had been involved in Annika’s death in some way, when obviously, I knew I had done it. I’m sure you could call that cruel, and it might even be unforgivable, but I hope and pray you’ll forgive me someday.” Tears of regret ran down her face. Patricia looked stone cold. I didn’t see that as a good sign.

      Patricia pulled her hands away and stared off into the distance, somewhere far beyond the walls of her mother’s apartment. I wasn’t sure if she would say anything or ask us to leave. It seemed to be a real wildcard. Finally, she responded. “Heather, I don’t know you very well. Miranda always dominated all your time. We used to make fun of the two of you behind your back about being lovers.”

      I shook my head, feeling my face turning bright red.

      She continued. “But, considering I didn’t know you well, I liked you. You always seemed nice, and you laughed a lot. You were always nice to me. So, when Miranda told me what happened when you left town, it blew me away. I couldn’t wrap my head around it. It came from so far out of left field, I tried for weeks to comprehend it, but it didn’t ring true. And it’s the same feeling, sitting here with you. I hear the words, but I can’t imagine you killing anyone. I can’t imagine you taking anyone’s money. And all of this makes me very nervous. Somehow, it also makes your apology feel empty to me. But the more I think about it, the more I think it’s me and not you. It’s cognitive dissonance from Psych 100. My brain can’t comprehend what my brain can’t comprehend.” She put her head down on the table.

      During her speech, Nate had gotten down to make the Empire State Building with Legos. I figured that might take a while.

      Toni and I stood about ten feet from the table, watching Heather and Patricia talk or whatever they were doing now. Neither of us knew what to do, the stalemate clearly between the two of them. I figured if we waited long enough, someone would break the silence.

      Finally, Patricia picked her head up from the table. She focused directly on Heather. “Okay, I thought about what you said. I’ve observed Miranda, and I’m impressed by her apparent ability to forgive you, even though you could have killed her. You have reached out for help, which is why you are in a twelve-step program. That is also impressive and shows a commitment to what you’re attempting to accomplish. That said, I will work on trying to forgive you.”

      Heather gasped. She pushed her chair back and rounded the table, pulling Patricia up from her chair and smothering her in an embrace. Patricia stood stiffly at first, but after a moment, relented and put her arms around Patricia’s waist. It warmed my heart because there wasn’t a dry eye in the house this time, except for Nate, who still worked on building the Empire State Building.
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      We arrived home shortly after ten following our emotional visit with Patricia. Feeling ashamed of myself for making Heather sleep on our lumpy old sofa, I offered her the guest room and headed into Jason’s room. Between his snoring and my tossing and turning, I hoped we could get a decent night’s sleep. He welcomed me with open arms and as we snuggled in bed, I asked, “I know I don’t report to you anymore, but do you think I could take tomorrow off? I don’t feel comfortable leaving Heather alone all day but dragging her around with me isn’t working all that well, either. I need to get her to Margo’s, and I hate to ask her to come out and pick her up.”

      He pulled me close, so I laid my head on his shoulder. “How’d it go at Patricia’s?”

      I winced. “Not so great. I guess I hadn’t thought of their reunion all that well. Had I thought back on our Extreme Team days, I would have realized there had been bad blood between them. I mean, Heather had lied to all of us and killed our dear friend and teammate, and she also joined in to accuse Larry, Nate’s father, of killing Annika.”

      I felt him nod. “That sounds brutal.”

      I smiled weakly. “Well, in the end, everyone kissed and hugged, but I’m not sure we shared forgiveness of the heart. Only Patricia can tell me that, one on one. I want to think she can forgive her, but I’m not sure.”

      “How’d her day go with Rick?”

      I yawned. “He was actually nice and respectful toward her. Let’s face it, she’s not the cute, sexy Heather I knew five years ago. She needs a few weeks to put on some weight, and get her hair done. You know, nails, that sort of thing. As much as she accomplished at the office, she’s not ready for being put on the payroll and we can’t keep asking her to work for free.”

      “It sounds like you had quite a day, my lovely, sexy, almost wife.” He turned on his side to face me.

      I wanted to finish what I had to say before we both got distracted. “So anyway, I figured if I took her out to Monterey tomorrow, I could stick around for a while, while they got acquainted. I could check out the wardrobe Margo bought and go to the store if necessary and assure a smooth transition. I know Heather’s nervous about it.”

      “How are you going to explain the change of plan? Margo might not be ready for her.”

      I pondered that for a second. “I have considered that carefully. I thought I might tell Heather I felt like playing hooky and going to the beach. She loves nothing more than the beach, so I know she won’t be able to resist. I’ll call Margo and tell her we might be showing up there for an introduction. Then, Margo can suggest that Heather stay there if things seem to be going well. Then, if things aren’t flowing, the backup plan can be for me to bring her back here.”

      Jason agreed. “Worst case, I can go to the adoption class alone. I don’t know if that’s someplace we can drag Heather.”

      I nodded in the dark. “Okay, I will try the beach thing and see if I can make it work. Heather is very smart, so I’m not sure how not to make it look like I’m dumping her off, which I kind of am.”

      He hugged me. “You’ll figure it out.”
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        * * *

      

      Jason left for work at the normal time, and I let Heather sleep in. It had been an emotionally trying evening, and I wasn’t sure that even she had been prepared for her reunion with Patricia. Forgiveness came in many forms; sometimes, it didn’t come at all. I wasn’t sure what form mine would take, if any. That could be a tough lesson for Heather when she had done a whole set of friends wrong and even murdered one of them. I would imagine it would be much easier in hindsight to see that she should never have done what she did. At the time, in her mind, the lure of money and living free outshone the personal relationship we had with her; such a sad story and one that I hoped we could create a happier ending to.

      She slinked quietly out of the bedroom at around ten. She sat at the kitchen table as I poured her a cup of coffee. Eyeing the kitchen clock, she asked, “Why aren’t we at work?”

      I handed her the coffee. “Well, one, because you don’t work there.”

      She half-smiled. “Technicalities. I’ll bet they wouldn’t even notice after a while. All we’d have to do is solve that annoying paycheck issue.”

      “Seriously, Heather, once we get through this rough patch, I could see a day when we would work together again. You were very good at what you did until, well, you know.”

      Heather pulled her mug of coffee toward her and seemed to be studying it when she responded. “Yes, I know. I just wish you didn’t have to keep reminding me.” She didn’t meet my eyes.

      I refrained from making a snarky retort. Instead, I changed the subject. “You know how much you love the beach?”

      She nodded slowly, now eyeing me with suspicion.

      “There are a bunch of unexplored beaches I’ve meant to get to since moving down here. Half Moon Bay Beach has always been my favorite from Santa Clara, but we’re so much closer to the Monterey Beaches from here. Will you try them out with me?” I dug out my phone. “It looks like Fort Ord Dunes State Park would be perfect if it’s really there. It looks like they had planned for it in 2004 but may have never completed it, but we’ll see. I know there are accessible beaches north of Monterey either way.”

      My babbling seemed to distract her. “Um, no bathing suit.”

      “Um, no problem. We can stop by Walmart on our way out. I’m afraid none of mine would fit you.”

      We had a quick breakfast of toast and jam before collecting our things and heading out. While she tried on bathing suits at the store, I let Margo know that we might stop by later in the day.

      “Not a problem, I’ll have the chef put something together that won’t get cold, so no matter when you get here, we can eat. What’s up? How come today?”

      “Just seemed like a better idea,” I answered cryptically. “I’m buying her a bathing suit now and we’ll be a couple of hours at the beach.”

      “You’ll be happy to know I’ve already ordered a zillion clothes for her to try on. Anything that doesn’t fit or she doesn’t like, we can send back. I’m looking forward to this.”

      She came out of the dressing room wearing a blue and yellow bikini. It nearly broke my heart to see her ribs and hipbones. “That works. Maybe add a cover-up? Looks like you haven’t been in the sun for a while,” was the best I could muster.

      She put her clothes on over the bathing suit and left the tag hanging out at her waist so we could pay for the suit. The clerk, an elderly woman who should have been at home knitting or playing with her grandchildren, thought it was funny when she had to lean over the counter to scan Heather’s waist.

      We got back to my bike, and I was feeling a bit more light-hearted though I wasn’t yet ready to tell Heather that I missed the early days of our friendship, before it all went south.

      As she was putting on the leather boots I insisted she wear, she said, “I have to tell you something before I lose my nerve.”

      I was fastening my helmet, not sure I wanted to hear what she had to say. “Yeah? Go ahead.”

      “I want to thank you for helping me work through my program without sending me back to that horrible place. It would be so tempting right now to try to go back to normal life as if nothing had ever happened. And I know that would come back to bite me eventually. And there are moments like this where we both feel like we haven’t lost a second from our Malibu days. Thanks for helping me to realize that, in many ways, they are a happy illusion.”

      I threw my leg over the saddle and pointed at her to mount behind me. “You’re starting to make some sense, Heather McIntosh.”

      We headed out and reached the state park in less than an hour. The signage seemed a little tricky. We had to ride through Cal State Monterey and past abandoned barracks and loading docks from the army base that had existed before they shut it down and the feds donated the land to the state for the park. They had put in a small parking area with a beach trail that meandered about fifteen hundred feet through the dunes to the beach.

      According to a self-guided audio tour we accessed by cell phone, we could walk over four miles up the beach, including Fort Ord State Beach, Marina State Beach, Salinas River State Beach, and Moss Landing State Beach, which led to the harbor of Moss Landing. When we finally got to the beach, we quickly noticed one thing: no people.

      While I could use good old-fashioned exercise, I had to come to terms with the fact that one of my favorite parts of going to the beach had become attracting the wandering eyes of the many males usually walking in the opposite direction. It took me several sessions with Rachel to come to terms with that, but now I am fully aware of it and proud that I finally admitted it to myself.

      Heather didn’t hide her vain side like I had attempted to for years. She pouted. “Darn, there’s no guys out here.”

      I decided to shift gears. “Let’s go to Del Monte Beach. It’s in downtown Monterey, and there’s much more action.”

      She agreed, and we were there in fifteen minutes. And while it wasn’t anywhere near as expansive a beach, the number of people strolling, playing volleyball, walking dogs, and just plain having fun, showed a huge improvement. We were also within walking distance of Margo’s house, but she didn’t need to know that.

      We spent a couple of hours walking up and down the beach, chatting with tourists and locals, helping kids with their sandcastles, petting dogs, retrieving volleyballs, and having a relaxing day. At the end of the beach sat Fisherman’s Wharf, which featured all sorts of take-out seafood. We ended up having clam chowder at Crabby Jim’s, who didn’t seem to care whether we had shoes or shirts. I hadn’t been here before, but it seemed like our kind of place. Heather, I was relieved to see, ordered root beer and I abstained from any alcohol as the bike navigator.

      I figured it might be time to work Margo into the conversation to see if Heather would go along or get suspicious about my motives. It would be risky, but one that I had to take. I chewed on my lower lip, which had become a nervous habit that I hoped she didn’t pick up on. I tried to sound perky. “You know Margo doesn’t live far from here. Would you like a chance to meet her before the weekend? Maybe that would make you more comfortable about coming out here.”

      She didn’t respond immediately. “Um, sure, why not?” she said finally.

      I had a funny feeling that my cover had been blown, but if she would go along, all the better. I stood up and threw our paper bowls in the trash amid complaining seagulls. “It’s a couple of blocks. Let’s walk.”

      I thought she might ask me about my motives, but instead, she started interrogating me about Margo. “So, what’s she like? I mean, you told me the basics, and she sounds pretty eccentric.”

      I smiled. “Oh, she is. But that’s a small part of who Margo is. When I first met her on that flight to Switzerland, I didn’t know how to take her. I knew that I enjoyed her company. Since ninety-nine out of a hundred times, you never see or hear from someone you meet during a vacation, especially on a flight, I figured I’d enjoy the moment and never see her again. So, when she contacted me a year or two later, it shocked me. Then things got crazy, and for a while, I thought that she’d murdered her latest husband. She never went to trial, but she’s been a widow five times, so I’m still not sure she didn’t kill any of them,” I confided to her.

      She gave me her crooked smile. “So, we may have more in common than we realize.”

      While I had a hard time joking about the fact that she had killed one of our closest friends in the process of attempting to kill me, I nodded with a queasy feeling in my stomach. “Yes,” hoping this wasn’t the biggest mistake of my life.
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      Heather looked around at the houses as we approached Margo’s. “Wow, this isn’t the slums, is it?”

      I laughed. “You should have seen her gated house in Long Beach. It felt like she owned her own neighborhood. But she had been so lonely there she came to hate it. She felt like a prisoner in her own home.” Within a few minutes, we were there. I pointed to the mansion. “Here we are.”

      She looked at me, back at the house, and back at me. “You’re kidding, right?”

      I smiled. “Nope, I’m not kidding.”

      She swallowed hard. “And this woman is going to welcome me into her home? I don’t think so.” I could tell how nervous she’d become all of a sudden.

      I urged her forward. “Come on, let’s see what happens. I’m not forcing you on Margo or vice versa. Just because you’re my friends, that doesn’t mean you’ll feel the same about one another. So, let’s keep an open mind and hope for the best.”

      She nodded. “Okay. Let’s get this over with.”

      Before we could ring the bell, Margo opened the massive mahogany front door. She greeted us with her warm, easy smile. “Hello, Miranda.” She hugged me.

      She then stepped up to Heather, who had moved back behind me, and drew her close. “Heather, it’s so nice to meet you finally. I’ve been so excited since Miranda called me. I’ve probably over-prepared a bit, but that’s a personality flaw that I’m working on.” She led us through the foyer, into the sitting room, and then the living room.

      In the living room were three full-sized rolling retail racks of clothing ranging from blouses to skirts, to jeans, to pants, and everything else in between. It looked like she had purchased everything imaginable that might be available in Heather’s size. On the tables and sofas were stacks of personal items, underpants, bras, toiletries, and even a variety of makeup.

      Heather’s mouth hung wide open. “Oh my God. I don’t know what to say. I don’t deserve this.” Tears welled up in her eyes. Truer words had never been spoken.

      Margo hugged her again. “Don’t you ever say you don’t deserve the best in life. We all deserve it. But this isn’t going to all be wine and roses. I have one of the best therapists and life coaches coming in to help you continue your twelve-step program, and then we’ll work together to see what you need from there. I know from experience that she’s tough but fair.”

      She, once again, amazed me with how she could anticipate what people needed. Margo gave, by far, the most of anyone I had ever met. No wonder the WAIT Club had been formed around her leadership, despite misgivings on Wanda’s part at the time. But she had come around quickly.

      I encouraged Heather jokingly, “You’d better look at the wardrobe to ensure there’s something you’d wear. You two aren’t exactly from the same generation.”

      Margo mock-admonished me. “Oh, Miranda, ye of little faith. You probably didn’t know that the Knights next door have a thirty-year-old daughter, Petrolia, who comes by from time to time. Well, she and I had the best time shopping in all the boutiques in Monterey. Then, when we ran out of stores, we did online shopping at the websites she liked the most. I couldn’t tell you what they were, but she seemed like an expert. She’s a budding fashion designer.”

      Heather busily went through the racks. “Oh, Margo, these things are so cute. I’d wear at least ninety percent of it.” She laughed. “Some of the plaids I could do without.”

      Margo agreed. “That’s exactly what I told Petrolia, but she insisted that they are the thing this year. I’ll have to rub it in that I’m more on top of thirty-something style than she is.” She asked, “If there’s anything you’d like to try on, there’s a powder room right around the corner.”

      Heather nearly jumped at the chance. “Oh, can I?” She grabbed at least ten outfits from the racks and nearly ran toward the bathroom.

      I hugged Margo. “Thank you.”

      She brushed off my thanks. “I did it as much for me as for her. It’s a little selfish that I’m using money to buy a young woman’s affection. I know that. But, hell, she needed clothes, so why not? But, my God, she is skin and bones. Chef will love cooking for her to fatten her up.”

      I had a question that I didn’t want to forget to ask. “So, who is this life coach?”

      She pulled out her phone. “I think her website can answer a thousand questions I can’t.”

      The “Inner Vision Institute” offered various services by ‘Sarah.’ I didn’t see a last name listed anywhere, but maybe she had security reasons for that. Many of her services seemed pretty far out in left field for me. I’d have to trust Margo on this one. I asked, “So, you’ve used this Sarah yourself?”

      She smiled. “I have. Don’t be fooled by the Maharishi stuff on there. You know she had to attract Californians to her business, right?”

      I nodded. “I guess so. I just know how manipulative Heather can be. I hope this woman is up to the task.”

      She continued. “She’s really good and honest and is exactly what the girl needs. Trust me on this one.”

      I relaxed a little as Heather came out to model her first outfit, an adorable pink cotton top with skinny jeans. She absolutely glowed. “I love this outfit. I’ve already tried on most of them, and they are perfect. I had to show this one off. I’ve never had anything like this and always wondered how I would look. I’m happy to say, pretty darn great.”

      Margo agreed. “You go, girl. That is perfect. I’m glad you love it. You don’t have to try it all on today. Whatever works for you.” Margo seemed already ready to move on. “Do you want to see your room?”

      I had a feeling which room Margo would put Heather in, and if I were right, she’d be dying to move here permanently.

      Heather asked, “Should I change or stay in this?”

      Margo could tell what she wanted to do. “Stay in those, sweetheart.”

      She giggled. “Oh, good.”

      Margo led the way. “Okay, let’s head upstairs.” If I could trust my hunch, she would be heading to the second door on the left. Bingo! She opened that door. I knew that room, having stayed there several times during our girls’ weekends. The room measured twenty by twenty with a king bed and a Marriott gel mattress, probably the most comfortable bed I had ever slept in. The full en suite bathroom had a huge tile shower with multiple shower heads from each side of the stall. A massive Jacuzzi tub built for at least four sat in the other corner. The floor had heating and air conditioning, depending on the weather. The huge window on the wall over the tub featured an unobstructed view of Del Monte Beach, where we had spent a fantastic, relaxing day.

      The walk-in closet had multiple robes, pajamas, and nightgowns that were not included on the downstairs racks. Heather stood motionless, unspeaking, nearly paralyzed with, I couldn’t even tell what. Perhaps disbelief? Margo and I stared at her in anticipation of a response.

      Finally, she burst into tears and ran over to me. I instinctively hugged her. She sobbed and sobbed. Margo looked concerned, like she had done something terribly wrong. I repeated over and over, “It’s okay, it’s okay,” until she calmed down. It took at least ten minutes.

      Margo had done nothing wrong. It seemed pretty likely what Heather felt was guilt.

      Heather and I sat down on the bed when she could finally put words together. She spoke. “I can’t do it, Miranda. I have to go back to the halfway house. I don’t deserve this. I’m the last person on earth who deserves to be treated like a queen. I treated you like dirt. I could have killed you. I don’t deserve this. I don’t.” She started sobbing again.

      Margo sat on her other side and put her arm around her too. We sat like that while Heather’s sobbing subsided, probably another ten or fifteen minutes. Then Margo spoke. Heather tried to focus on her through her tears. “Heather, you have paid for your sins every day since you stepped in that cab and rode out of Miranda’s life. Don’t you see? It isn’t a coincidence that you have ended up here. This is a part of a plan bigger than all of us. Why do you think you chose this exact time to hitchhike to Miranda’s? Why not six months ago? Why not two years ago? Why not two years from now? Life is a mystery, and so is death. You have been chosen to come back to life now. Right now. So, you’d better get on board. Life is a wild ride.”

      Heather stared at Margo for a few minutes. “I don’t know who you are, but I believe you. Miranda’s already told me amazing stories about you, so I’m not going to question it. I’m going to believe.”

      I wasn’t sure whether or not she was being sarcastic, so I hugged her and whispered, “I think that’s a good idea.” I wondered if her use of the word ‘amazing’ might be a little sarcastic, but I let it go.

      Then Heather said the most unpredictable thing of the day, or perhaps, the most predictable. “Miranda, I don’t want you to be mad, but rather than this weekend, I think I should stay with Margo right now. Is that okay?”

      I deferred to Margo. “I don’t know. Margo, that’s your call.”

      She nodded. “I figured on it the minute you came through the door.”

      Heather looked confused and asked, “But I thought⁠—”

      Margo assured her, “It’s better if you don’t question.”

      Heather nodded. “I’m not going to question.”

      We all hugged, and I headed downstairs and out the door so that they could get settled. As I reached the main floor, I heard Margo yell, “And you’d better call me about that engagement ring!”

      I yelled back. “Yes, I’ll call you.”
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      I pondered everything that had happened over the last several hours and realized how often Margo had amazed me. One day I would figure out what about her always made things turn out right. Or maybe I wouldn’t.

      It had cooled off when I got out to my bike, so it made me happy that I had jeans, a tee shirt, and a leather jacket in my saddlebags to put on before heading home. Today had been well worth missing a day of work.

      Jason and I arrived home within fifteen minutes of one another. I was happy to be home first, so I took a quick shower. I’d just finished dressing in a pair of cut-offs and a T-shirt when he walked in.

      The sight of him always made my heart tingle as did the rest of my body when he pulled me to him and kissed me deeply. “Alone at last. Great job with your plan.”

      I shook my head and stepped back. “To be honest, Margo gets all the credit. There is something mysterious about that woman that I’ll never quite nail down. But I think she and Heather will do fine.”

      “I just hope Heather has changed as much as you think,” he said as he headed for the fridge.

      I rolled my eyes. “So far, so good. Margo has way more money than she knows what to do with. She literally bought out the clothing stores providing Heather with a new wardrobe.”

      He laughed. “I’ll bet Heather liked that.”

      I accepted a beer from him. “Well, kind of. The whole thing got a little confusing. Heather, of course, appreciated everything, but by the time we got up to show her where she’d sleep, she got overwhelmed and started crying uncontrollably. She then begged us to take her back to the halfway house, saying that she didn’t deserve to be treated like this.”

      “I kind of get it. A couple of days ago, she feared you’d never even listen to her, and now she’s being lavished with gifts. It’s kind of strange.”

      “Yeah, I guess. But Margo used her magic, something about the timing being perfect. I honestly didn’t even quite understand it, but Heather bought it, so that’s all that matters.” I suddenly remembered one of the reasons I wanted Heather to go to Margo’s early. “So, what are we going to do tomorrow at the Fostering and Adoption meeting?”

      He shrugged. “Darned if I know.”

      I punched his arm. “That’s not going to cut it, Cowboy. We need to have a serious adult conversation about this.”

      “I know. I’ve thought about it quite a bit, but I’m not sure.” He took his bottle and sat at the table. “I still like the idea of adopting, even if we have one or two of our own. In a way, maybe it takes the pressure off getting pregnant. What do you think?”

      I listened, trying to figure out how men’s minds work. It had been my life’s desire to have a baby, and I’d failed so far, mostly because I wasn’t married yet. “I want to have our own children, and I’m feeling the pressure of turning forty. Part of me wants to start now and worry about getting married later. But there’s still that part of me that wants to do everything in the right order. Call me old-fashioned. Every minute that clicks by increases the risk of something bad. Is it fair to our possible future children or us because of outmoded social culture resulting in a piece of paper that says it’s okay to procreate now?”

      He looked confused, which didn’t surprise me. “Well, when you put it that way, it sounds crazy to wait.”

      I wanted to scream. “Jason! Could you please have one thought of your own? I want to know what you think. Not an interpretation of what you think I want to hear.”

      He gave me the typical deer-in-the-headlights look I always got when I didn’t give him the answer in advance. Sometimes, I felt like I was engaged to myself. I wasn’t letting him off the hook this time. I waited.

      Finally, he said, “Okay, I’ve never been a father. I don’t know what it will be like. I’ve always envisioned that I would have biological children first. Maybe we can think about adopting later if we decide to. As far as being married before we have children, yes, I’d prefer that. I’d hate to wait until I’m forty to get married to the woman of my dreams and feel like I got my fiancé pregnant, and we had to get married.”

      I wanted to be clear. “So, you’re willing to take the increased risk that waiting will mean.”

      He nodded. “Yes, we are talking about getting married next spring. That’s less than a year. I think we are okay. We didn’t even know we were getting married until barely two weeks ago.”

      Okay, so he had a point. “Thank you. And believe it or not, I agree with you on every single point. I thought I wanted to adopt, but once I discovered that I could get married and have my own, I decided to put that on the back burner. Call me a bad person, but that’s how I feel.”

      He smiled. “That doesn’t make you a bad person. It makes you, well, normal.”

      I wasn’t sure what this meant now. “So, does that mean we don’t go to tomorrow’s meeting, or do we go to a final meeting to let them know that we are putting adoption on the back burner for now?”

      Jason thought for a second. “Hey, let’s go to the meeting. It’ll give us and them closure, so they won’t be like, ‘Whatever happened to that nice young couple who scored nearly a hundred percent on their aptitude tests?’ We can also exchange contact information with Connie and Jim, who we did like, and let them know we got engaged and will be putting this aside for now. I’m still trying to score at least one friend out of this thing.”

      I had to admit it sounded like a good plan. “Thanks. That wasn’t so hard. Right? We’ll probably have to do more of that after we get married and have kids. Do you think you can handle that adult communication thing?”

      He chuckled. “No problem.” He lifted his bottle to his lips and avoided eye contact as he took a swallow.

      Thinking about the next day’s class, I decided I’d better call Wanda right away so I wouldn’t have to explain everything about my engagement, my acquittal, and Heather, all before class started. Plus, she owed me an explanation of what happened with her in the adoption world. So far, Tea had only given me bits and pieces.

      I dialed Wanda’s number. She picked up on the first ring. “Hi, Miranda. Tea wants to know why you weren’t at work today.”

      “Hi to you too.” I figured I might as well start there with Tea. “So, I guess maybe she’s been filling you in on Heather?”

      She replied slowly, “Well, I wouldn’t assume that. I want the whole story from the horse’s mouth.”

      “Okay. But before I forget, I’ve got some things to discuss with you. They are mostly related. I have a way of hanging up before I ever finish telling you everything I had in mind.”

      She said, “Okay. Heather.”

      I laughed. “No, wait, I have several major topics.” I filled her in about what Kara and I had been up to in Arizona and about my recent engagement.

      She protested. “You’re engaged? No way!” I could hear Tea in the background shouting, “Why didn’t she tell me?” Wanda whispered. “Uh-oh, you’re in big trouble with Tea. You’d better talk to her.”

      This suddenly turned into a soap opera drama. Tea sounded like she might be crying when she got on the phone. “Miranda, you are my maid of honor, and you didn’t even tell me you were engaged. Do you even consider me a friend or am I some employee to you now.”

      I had to think fast. “Tea, I’m so sorry. I planned a big announcement, so it wasn’t coming out in dribs and drabs. I never wanted to hurt anyone’s feelings. Then Heather appeared on my doorstep and changed all my plans for the week. I don’t know which end is up. I haven’t even told Wanda yet. Besides my family, the only people who know right now are those who have happened to see the ring, I swear to you.”

      She seemed to be appeased. “You had the ring on? I guess that tells you how self-absorbed I have been. I’m sorry, Miranda. I know you’ve got a lot going on right now.” Then she perked up. “Hey, you’ll be happy to know Cicily brought me the check, in person today. Your talk really had an impact on her.”

      I exhaled. “Well, at least I didn’t mess that up.”

      She finished her call. “I’ll give you back to Wanda. I’m sorry again. And congratulations. I’m still having a small adjustment issue with reporting to you at work, but I’m trying. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” She handed the phone back to Wanda.

      She already had questions ready. “So, when’s the big day?”

      I thought for a second. “Sometime next spring. I’m not sure yet. But that does tie into another topic I wanted to discuss with you. We have decided to put the adoption thing on hold for now. We’ll try to get pregnant as soon as we tie the knot. And we agreed that we wanted to have one or two of our own first, and then maybe adopt.”

      I figured this would be her time to eat crow. “Okay, I guess you know I’ve been holding out on you too. After the aptitude test, the week you were away, I met a beautiful thirteen-year-old girl named Shanice, which means God is merciful, and He certainly is. After being removed from an abusive household, she had been in the system for a while. We immediately hit it off. If all goes as planned, she’ll be in the house by this weekend.”

      That amazed me. “Wow, I can’t believe how fast that came together. So, she’s going to overlap Tea for a week. Is that okay?”

      She seemed to be smiling. “We’ll work it out. I’m excited about bringing her to the wedding.”

      I didn’t want to be Debbie Downer, but I felt I had to insert a little reality here. “You know there are likely to be major ups and downs with a girl that age who’s been in the system for a while, right?”

      She tried to appease me. “Yes, Miranda. I’ve been a cop for two decades. I’m not a wet-behind-the-ears kid.”

      I nodded. “I know, I do. But it’s easy for our emotions to put a really happy face on a situation that could be super trying.”

      She wasn’t listening. “It’ll be fine. I’ve got an amazing support group, you included. We will figure it out, right?”

      How could I argue with that? “Yes, we will figure it out. Just make sure you don’t take too long to call me if things start to go south. Deal?”

      She agreed. “Deal. So, what else is happening in your life?”

      I hesitated before I blurted, ‘This topic is the big one. Heather is back.”

      “Yes, that is a big one.” Her voice had changed from Best Friend to Cop on the Alert.

      I took a deep breath. “Okay, so, not long, a couple of hours after we returned from a celebratory week in Sedona with the family after the acquittal, Heather shows up at the door. I didn’t quite know what to say. The last time I had seen her, she admitted to killing one of my best friends by mistake in an effort to kill me and had stolen half a million dollars from me. There wasn’t much left to say.”

      “I’d have to agree with you there, so I’m interested to hear where this is going.”

      My mind went partially blank on how I went from wanting to rip her eyes out to delivering her on a silver platter to Margo. “Just hold on now. There’s still a lot I have to figure out myself. I’m not completely convinced that she’s the Heather I once thought she was, but I’m trying to give her a chance.”

      She mumbled something like, “I’ll bet she isn’t.”

      I ignored her and continued. “I was about to shut the door on her face and send on her way while she frantically described what she’d been up to for the past four years. I felt absolutely no empathy for her at all, but I did relent enough to let her in the house and offered her some supper. Well, to be honest, that was more Jason’s doing than mine. She looked like something the cat dragged in. There are still moments when I wonder why I’m helping her. I don’t have all the answers. She had paid a pretty heavy price for her actions. She looks like hell.”

      Wanda, still in cop mode, asked, “How about the price Annika paid?” When I didn’t respond, she added, “Isn’t Annika’s murder case still open? She’s all but confessed to it, and I’m a cop. We kind of have a problem here, Miranda.”

      I remembered a conversation with the equipment manager I’d never shared with Heather. “I don’t know, Wanda. Several months after the alleged murder, the equipment manager told me that while an attempt had been made to tamper with them, it hadn’t been successful. This appeared to have been an accident and the death caused by rider error. I had to agree. I always thought it had been a suspicious murder. I rarely used the brakes on a street luge sled except to stop at the bottom of a course. Granted, I used them a little more on the San Francisco track, but I don’t believe I would have died without them.” I remembered the most important detail. “Besides, Heather already went to trial for Annika’s murder, and the jury found her not guilty. You can’t be tried for the same crime twice.”

      “I’d completely forgotten that, or else you never told me. So, if she was found not guilty, then the case would have been still open. Did that equipment manager report his findings to the authorities?”

      “No, this was well after the trial. But it appears that she didn’t kill her as it turned out.”

      She sounded confused. “So, in spite of the fact that Heather tampered with the brakes, it didn’t work, so Annika’s death really was an accident, but you’re letting Heather believe she killed her. Good for you.”

      “She attempted to kill me. I can’t say I’m super happy about that. I thought at one time I might tell her, but I’m unwilling to let her off the hook. She deserves to believe that she killed her. She can take that to the grave as far as I’m concerned.”

      Wanda asked, “So, what happens to Heather now? I assume she came here to make amends with you, step nine of the program. Is she going back to the halfway house now?”

      “No, I didn’t feel good about sending her back to that place. She’s with Margo.”

      She repeated it for clarity. “She’s with Margo. You were on such a roll, not even telling her that she didn’t kill Annika, but you couldn’t send her back to a halfway house? Something is amiss here.”

      I bit my lip. “Yes, I’m conflicted. I’ll never trust Heather again, and I’ll probably never forgive her completely, but I don’t hate her.”

      She hesitated but didn’t comment. Then repeated, “So, she’s with Margo.”

      That didn’t sound at all like she approved. “Yes, I thought of you first, but Tea let slip that you were close to an adoption, so I knew Heather wasn’t in the cards. And when I thought about it, Margo seemed like a better match. Margo is lonely; she needs a project, has more money than she knows what to do with, and has a heart of gold.”

      Wanda got immediately wound up. “She might also be the worst person for Heather. Heather has a history of leaching off people with money. Heather has the potential to be a ruthless killer. She will probably never change, despite this recent brush with God and probably her tenth attempt at a Twelve Step Program.”

      I immediately felt defensive. “In all fairness, Wanda, you’ve never even met Heather.”

      She hissed, “But I deal with Heathers every day.”

      I tried to interrupt. “But⁠—"

      Wanda interrupted in a low voice, nearly a growl. “You need to figure out why it’s so important to you.” She hung up the phone.
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      Wanda had some nerve trying to scare me about Heather. It didn’t seem fair. I didn’t trust Heather completely yet, but she didn’t have to rub it in. My hands shook as I disconnected the call. Jason wandered in from the bedroom. He looked at me closely. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I tried to get my emotions back in check. “That didn’t go quite the way I’d hoped. And when I think that she may have been my first choice as a support for Heather, it’s hard to believe how far off I could have been.”

      “Maybe she would have been more open to handling it herself than having Margo do it?” He pulled two beers from the fridge and handed me one.

      “Honestly, I’m surprised she turned out to be that protective of Margo. I feel like there’s something I’m missing here. Her response seemed far more emotional than I expected, or than I’ve seen her react to nearly anything.”

      He considered my statement. “Well, you know, you and Wanda have gotten close over the years. I wonder if it’s jealousy. I don’t mean like lover’s jealousy, but maybe she’s afraid that, once Heather gets back into your life, she’ll supplant your relationship with her. I mean, if you go back to when you and Heather were close, you didn’t have any other friends.”

      That sounded way too high school for someone Wanda’s age. I had to think about that. “I don’t know. Could be. Something seemed to be going on, and it appeared to be more than her words expressed. She feigned concern about Margo, which I don’t quite buy. She wouldn’t want to see Margo get hurt, but that wouldn’t drive such a strong reaction.”

      He put a hand on my shoulder and led me into the living room where we sat side by side on the sofa. “Try not to dwell on it. We’ll see her tomorrow at the class, so maybe she will either have cooled down or will, at least, be able to express what she’s feeling more directly.”

      I nodded. “Well, here’s hoping.”

      He hugged me. “Well, if my opinion matters, I think Margo will do a good job. It seems far more symbiotic than Wanda and Heather ever would have been. I could have seen Wanda treating it far more like a police-prisoner situation. Let me know if you need me to do anything at tomorrow’s meeting to run interference.”

      I hugged him back. “Let’s go to bed. I’m exhausted. Since we returned from Sedona, I have been juggling too many personalities and priorities. It’s time for a little ‘us’ time. I took his hand and led him into the bedroom.
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      I awoke on Thursday morning with a headache. I felt like taking a couple of Excedrin and going back to bed. Then I realized that we had to attend the adoption class tonight directly after work, and I wanted to get closure. Besides, I needed to see Wanda in person. Our last conversation went off the rails, and I needed to figure out why. I stumbled out of bed and fixed coffee while Jason was in the shower. He fixed breakfast while I took my turn in the shower, both of us avoiding conversation as we crisscrossed through the house in preparation for our day.

      Tea sat in my office when I arrived, wringing her hands. We only had a week and two days until her wedding, and she seemed on the verge of tears every five minutes. Her voice came out an octave higher than usual. “Miranda, you can’t take any more time off before my wedding. Things fall apart when you’re not here.”

      I patted her on the head as I passed her and sat in my chair. “Hi to you too.”

      She forced a smile. “Sorry, Hi, Miranda. But seriously, why is it that when you’re here, everything goes smoothly, but as soon as you leave, everything falls apart.”

      “Okay, what happened yesterday?”

      She tried to pull herself together. “Remember how we were able to secure that florist at the last minute? Now it seems they can’t get the white gardenias we ordered. They can only get magnolias.”

      “But that’s fine. You’ll get the same flowers Jason used when he proposed.”

      She started to frown, evidently remembering that I hadn’t told her I’d gotten engaged when I returned to work this week, apparently having more pressing matters. “Do you really think magnolias are okay?”

      I nodded. “I wouldn’t go with any other flower myself. That proved to be the best day of my life.”

      She pinched her lips and considered that for a moment then sat forward on the edge of her chair. “Okay, tell me all the details, even if I wasn’t the first to hear about it. I guess you did have a few things going on.”

      I told her about our trip to the barn, the white lights, and the gorgeous flowers.

      She couldn’t resist a romantic, fairy-tale engagement. She leaned back in her chair. “He really amazes me. I didn’t know Jason had it in him.”

      “To be honest, I didn’t either.” I got up and shut my office door. “He’s been a lot more amorous since we got engaged. I think he really does love me.”

      She squealed happily, “Of course, he does.” Then her tone took a sudden turn. “But how you could forgive Heather, I don’t know. You’re a better person than I am.”

      I felt my cheeks redden. “Oh, I don’t know, I guess I have a hard time staying angry. I think that’s most of it. I can’t say I’ve completely forgiven her.”

      She looked at me cross-eyed. “I don’t think so, Miranda. Having difficulty staying angry is playing with the boy down the street after he pushes you at the bus stop. Forgiveness is when you let someone back into your life after attempting to murder you and stealing half a million dollars from you. Now, that’s forgiveness.”

      I backed up. “Uh oh, you’re not going to go all Wanda on me now, are you?”

      “No. She was pretty upset last night, but I think she felt a little more grounded this morning.”

      I looked her in the eye. “I hope so. I have to see her tonight.”

      “Seriously, Miranda, how many friends do you think Wanda has?”

      I had never thought about that before. I knew she’d always been a pretty private person and had briefly dated her younger partner.

      She counted on her fingers. “Let’s see, there’s you, that’s one. I wouldn’t even really count me. She’s more like a mom or an aunt to me. Okay, so that’s one. Now, let’s add that up. One.”

      I looked at her, waiting for the punchline. She didn’t have one. “Come on, Tea, she has to have friends.”

      Then she asked me frankly, “Okay, when you moved to Santa Clara and met Wanda after you found the body in the cemetery, how many friends did you have?”

      I thought for a minute. “Well, I had Sarah and Jane upstairs.”

      She questioned me. “Now, were they really your friends or people who happened to be in your life because they lived upstairs from you?”

      I nodded. “I see your point. I had no friends when I met Wanda, and neither did she.”

      She continued with that train of thought. “Okay, let’s look at your world three years later. You have Margo, Lyanne, Patricia, Toni, Wanda, and me. And now your family has descended upon you. You’ve got Mark and Sabine, Michael and Kara, your Mom and Tom, and of course, Jason. In a pinch, you’ve even got Chenoa.”

      I nodded. “Then, out of nowhere, along comes Heather.”

      She stood up. “Yes! You’re starting to see the world from Wanda’s point of view. And, of course, she looks at Heather like a cop looking at a perpetrator. And man, Heather looks guilty as hell.”

      I felt so ignorant. “But she’s watching me cater to her to ensure that she’s taken care of, even if that means putting Margo at risk.”

      Tea cautioned me. “I’m not saying that Wanda is right or even has a right to feel like she does, but we’re talking about feelings here, not thoughts.”

      A smile crept to my face. “When did you get so smart?”

      She grinned. “I’ve been watching you.”
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      After work, Jason and I arrived a little early at the Fostering and Adoption class. What had started as a group adventure, including Wanda, Lyanne, and her husband Lee, Jason, and me, had dwindled to Wanda, Jason, and me. And after tonight, it would be only Wanda. No wonder she felt abandoned. She would have her hands full soon enough with her new daughter, Shanice, and she would need us more than ever.

      She sat in the second row, doing something on her phone. I came up behind her and put my hand over her eyes. I said quietly. “Guess who?”

      She said nothing for a second, and I thought I’d made a grave strategic error. Then she said, in typical Wanda fashion, “Oh, give it up, Marquette.” I always knew we were okay when she called me by my last name.

      I laughed. “Oh, you love it, and you know it.”

      She grabbed my hand. “Yeah, whatever.” But then she stood and turned around to face me. Even though a row of chairs separated us, she reached for me. We hugged. She whispered, “I’m sorry, Miranda. I might have overreacted a bit.” Then she got serious. “I hope I did.”

      I pulled her as close as the chairs would allow. “I may have overstepped on this one, but I did what I thought would work for everyone involved. Time will tell.”

      Wanda motioned us around to her row. “Let’s not let this come between us. I know that you know Heather better than I do. I trust your judgment.”

      Knowing how important it must be for her to hear, I said, “I trust your judgment too, and I’m listening. You do know that I thought of you before I thought of Margo?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I heard you. It didn’t register until I had a little chat with myself.”

      I chuckled. “Oh, you do that too? I have my best conversations that way.” I groaned. “And my worst.”

      Soon, the class started. This would be make-or-break time for those who were left. Wanda would be one of the lucky ones. She had made a definitive decision and would begin fostering this weekend with the intention of adopting as soon as the courts determined that possible.

      I could tell by the tortured looks on many of the others’ faces that they were still in the decision process. In that way, Jason and I were lucky, even though the outcome wasn’t the one we predicted or the one we had wanted the first time we had entered these doors a few short weeks ago.

      The class would soon convert into a weekly support group for those who had already found a match or continued searching for one. Those who decided it wasn’t for them were still welcome to keep coming, but it seemed unlikely they would. They had nothing left to give to the group and nothing left to receive.

      Maggie and Jean, our mentors, wandered around the room, answering questions and trying to determine everyone’s status in the process. I felt guilty because they probably had such hopes and dreams for Jason and me because of our outstanding test scores. Maggie gave us a warm smile. “Welcome back, you two. Were there any questions we could answer for you, or are you ready to move forward?”

      The way she went in for the closing, I felt like we were at a used car dealer. Jason decided to take the lead, for which I would thank him later. “We’ve had changes since we were last here, not the least of which is our engagement.”

      Maggie grabbed my hand. “Oh my, look at that rock. Congratulations.” I could almost have predicted what would be coming next. “You know this doesn’t have to mean that you end the process. There are plenty of families who have adoptive kiddos along with biological ones. In fact, more and more people are doing it every day.”

      I had to take it from here. “We understand that, Maggie, and we may well be one of those families; it’s that we’ve decided to have the biological ones first. And since I’ll be forty in November, we don’t have much time to waste.”

      She could see that we’d made up our minds, and she had a half room of prospective foster parents. She shook both of our hands. “Well, if you change your mind, you guys know where we are.”

      We smiled and nodded.

      With that, we decided to head for the hills. Wanda ended up deeply in conversation with another woman picking up her child on Saturday, too, so they had a lot to talk about. We waved to her on the way out. She blew me a kiss.
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        * * *

      

      On Saturday morning, I had just gotten up and made coffee when my phone rang just before 7 a.m. The screen contact information identified it as Margo. Before I got a chance to say a word, Margo said in an uncharacteristically flat tone, “You need to get out here. My chef is dead, and the police are on their way to pick up your friend Heather.” She hung up.

      I tried to call her back, but the call went immediately to voicemail. I left a note on the counter and ran out the back door, pulling on my boots and helmet as I went.

      The roads on Saturday morning were relatively clear, so I rode ninety MPH most of the way and got to Margo’s in a half-hour, which had to be record time. The police were in the process of leading Heather out to their squad car with her wrists zip-tied. She yelled over to me. “Miranda, I didn’t do anything. Help me.”

      I yelled, “Okay,” without having any idea what had happened inside.

      They shoved her head down and put her in the back of the squad car.

      I wasn’t looking forward to facing Margo, knowing I was responsible for this, but I didn’t have a choice.

      There were several officers outside blocking my entrance. One of them said, “I’m sorry, Ma’am, this is a crime scene, there is no entrance.”

      This didn’t help my irritation level. “Well, can someone get Margo? She called me for help.”

      The other officer who hadn’t spoken went in to allegedly check for me.

      I figured I’d see what I could find out from the one remaining. “So, what happened here? I’m an ex-cop, and I’ll probably be working on this case in some capacity.” I made a mental note to get business cards made.

      He looked me up and down and, for whatever reason, decided he could share with me. “The owner found the victim in the kitchen, face down, with a knife in the back.” He looked around to see if any of his superiors were watching. He seemed satisfied. “The accuser claims she saw the accused with the victim late last night before she retired to bed. She thought she might have heard a struggle in the night but wasn’t sure.”

      I had a hard time imagining Heather stabbing someone in the back, literally, anyway. “So, we’re saying that five foot-two Heather McIntosh stabbed a full-grown man with a knife in the kitchen.” I laughed. “Or perhaps it might have been a butler in the study with a candlestick?”

      He held out a hand for a shake as he chuckled. “I’m Sergeant Andy Stockton with the Monterey police.”

      “I’m Miranda Marquette. I’m a friend of Margo, the lady who lives here. We also do investigative work. She called me about an hour ago.”

      He apologized. “I’m sorry I can’t let you in, but surely you understand. We have to dust for prints and do all sorts of tests for the crime lab.” He glanced at my left hand. “Whoa, you are all sorts of engaged, aren’t you?”

      “I guess you could say that. Thanks for noticing.” My face reddened a little at his clear demonstration of interest in me.

      Finally, Margo came out in time to save me, although I wasn’t sure her frame of mind would be of much help. She grabbed my hand. “Girl, let’s walk. I don’t care where. Let’s just get out of here.”

      We walked in silence for a few blocks before she started talking and waving her arms wildly as she expressed her anger and frustration. “How could she do this to me, Miranda? How could you do this to me? She’s a killer, a cold-blooded killer.” This wasn’t going anywhere good.

      I knew of a café right around the corner from her house, so I thought stopping and having a cup of coffee might change the cycle of mania that seemed to have taken over. I suggested, “Let’s get a cup of coffee.”

      She reluctantly followed and joined me at an outside table.

      I’d never seen Margo this agitated. She could barely sit still and couldn’t look me in the face. She looked everywhere but at me. A pretty young waitress came to our table and asked, “And what can I get you ladies this morning?”

      Margo barked at her. “Just get me a day that didn’t start like this one.”

      The waitress looked at me helplessly. I smiled. “Two coffees and a couple of toasted everything bagels with cream cheese, please.”

      She gave Margo a nervous glance then skittered away. “Coming right up.”

      I tried to get Margo to look at me. “Margo, I know you’re upset.”

      She growled. “Don’t patronize me, Miranda.”

      I had been patient, but I would give it right back to this woman if she didn’t cut me slack pretty darn soon. I understood that no one liked to find a dead body in their house. I had found my share. But I had to bring her back to earth. “Okay, Margo, so what happened this morning?”

      She glared at me. “I found the man your girlfriend killed.”

      I felt a bead of sweat on my forehead. Another person accusing me of having feelings for Heather? The world needed to give me a break. I responded calmly. “First of all, she’s my friend, not my girlfriend. Second, why do you think Heather killed him?”

      She gave me a ‘Do I look stupid?’ look. “Well, let’s see. I saw them together last night, and this morning the police walked her to their car in zip ties, and he lay on a stretcher with a sheet over his face. That seems like pretty much enough proof for me.” She had another thought. “Do you know what she had the nerve to say to me last night? That she loves to cook. Do you think she was trying to set herself up for his job before she killed him?”

      I didn’t see the correlation. “You think she killed him so she could be your chef?”

      She spit out her words. “I don’t know, Miranda. I don’t know what this little tart is capable of.”

      I wasn’t giving up. “And what did she say when you confronted her about killing him?”

      She thought for a minute. “She said she didn’t know anything about it and that she had gone to bed not long after I did, and he had said he would prepare food for tomorrow and then let himself out.” Then she pounded the table. “But she lied.”

      I felt like I might be making progress. “Why do you think she wasn’t telling the truth?”

      She glared at me. “I see what you’re doing there. I noticed you didn’t ask, ‘How do you know she’s lying.’ I get it. You don’t believe me. The police think I’m hysterical too. They kept asking me the same questions over and over again. I swear they thought I did it.”

      I nodded in the spirit of a fair investigation. “Well, did you get up at all after you went to bed last night?”

      She cringed. “Of course I did. I can’t make it through the night without going to the bathroom at least once. You know that.”

      I tried to reconstruct the scene. “So, when you went down to the kitchen, you found What’s-His-Name?”

      She nodded her head. “Jean Claude, a master at the stove.”

      I wondered. “Did you have a relationship with Jean Claude beyond the kitchen?”

      She hesitated. “Well, I wouldn’t call it a relationship, really.”

      I stared at her in disbelief. “Oh my God, Margo, you were sleeping with your cook?”

      She corrected me. “Chef. He’d been so much more than a cook.”

      I started to understand her reaction to his death, which had been a mystery to me. I had to dig deeper like journalists used to back in the day. “Margo, were you in love with Jean Claude?”

      She brushed me off with her hand. “God, no. I could never love a man from France.”

      I took immediate offense. “You realize that I’m French, right?”

      She backpedaled. “Well, you’re a woman. French men are, well, you know, not good partners.”

      I thought about the French men I knew. I had to agree. “Okay,” I said, ‘you get a free pass on that one.” Suddenly, I gasped. “You don’t think he and Heather were⁠—”

      She interrupted me. “Frankly, I wouldn’t put it past either of them, but I didn’t get that impression last night anyway.”

      Now, I felt really confused. I figured if she thought Heather killed Jean Claude, it would have been an act of passion. “So, why are you so convinced that she killed him?”

      She looked like she had aged ten years since I’d seen her on Wednesday. “It only makes sense. I have one new guest in the house, and now I have one dead body. It’s simple deductive reasoning.”

      I cautioned her. “Well, you’d better be careful with deductive reasoning. If I were a cop or a prosecutor, I could easily develop a scenario where you killed him in a jealous rage. You were sleeping with him. Perhaps you thought he had turned his affections to a younger woman. And, let’s face it, you’ve already got a mildly sketchy past with some of your husbands.”

      She shifted uncomfortably in her chair.

      I continued. “So the best defense is a good offense. You kill him and immediately accuse the newest member of the household. It’s practically a perfect crime except for the DNA testing. Your DNA will be all over everything.”

      She nodded. “Well, of course, it will. I live here.”

      I agreed. “Ah-ha. That’s exactly what I thought you’d say.” One thing made me nervous about our conversation. The more we talked, the calmer and less accusatory of Heather she became. It made me wonder if I might be actually onto something or if I had opened up avenues for her to accept alternative explanations. Perhaps the killer wasn’t Heather or Margo. That was, frankly, my hope.

      We walked back to Margo’s in an uneasy silence. I wasn’t sure if it was because she didn’t trust me to speak, or I didn’t trust her to ask.
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      Margo came home with me because the police said they’d need the whole weekend to finish processing the crime scene. She was planted in the living room in front of the TV, binge-watching movies on Netflix. She hadn’t stepped outside since she arrived. We decided to leave well enough alone.

      I spent the rest of the weekend working around the property with Jason. I needed to do mindless work, like feeding chickens and milking goats, to take my mind off the fact that one of my two closest friends could have committed a murder, and I might never know which one. I felt in such a state of flux; I hadn’t even called Mark. I figured that Heather would need a defense attorney. She’d said she needed help as the police hauled her away.

      Finally, Sunday evening, after I had taken Margo home, I called him. I felt like the worst friend on the planet for waiting that long. We went through our normal routine. But things were changing because Mark had begun the process of setting up an office in California. He had decided to keep his New Orleans office and expand his brand, like franchising.

      He had planned on coming out in a few weeks for Michael and Kara’s wedding, so there were details he could figure out while working on Heather’s case. Luckily for both of them, he had already defended her successfully once on murder charges in San Francisco in 2008. Oddly, she kind of had been guilty, at least regarding the intent, but attorneys cared more about winning and losing than about guilt or innocence.

      By the time we got off the phone, he had determined that he would let a court appointed attorney handle her arraignment in Monterey's California Superior Court on Tuesday morning. Knowing how taken Mark had been with Heather in the past, I was surprised he didn’t jump at the chance to defend her again, but she had burned that bridge when she left town with my money. I couldn’t help but think that Sabine had some influence on that decision.

      I called Margo as soon as I got off with Mark because I had to figure out where she stood on having Heather stay in the house when she got out on bail, and we’d barely spoken while she was here or on the drive back. She’d been uncharacteristically quiet since our walk after the police took Heather.

      She sounded perkier than when I dropped her off, which wouldn’t have been difficult. “Hi, Miranda. What’s the good word?”

      I smiled. “Um, maybe you can tell me.”

      She seemed prepared for the call. “Yes, Miranda. I know why you’re calling. Heather’s going to get out on bail, and I’ll probably be the one posting it, and you want to know if she can come back here.”

      I was impressed. “Well, actually, you’re absolutely right. And I thought, since you accused her of killing Jean Claude and called the police and didn’t have one positive word to say when you were speaking to me, you might not welcome her back with open arms. I can’t believe you’re talking about posting bail now.”

      She sounded guilty. “I thought about some of the things you said and how I could look as guilty as she does through a different lens. And I shouldn’t throw stones. So, yes, I’m welcoming her back. That’s if she’ll come. I wasn’t very nice to her.” She hesitated. “I can’t say it still doesn’t make me a little nervous having her stay here. She’s already admitted to attempted murder in her past, and she’s had drug problems since then.” She laughed nervously. “Well, at least my bedroom doors lock if she gets any ideas in the middle of the night.”

      I thought about it. “Well, she could always stay with me. I’m not afraid of her.”

      She brightened. “I’m just getting a little freaked out. What can I do to help?”

      I considered her situation. “One thing that might help would be for you to go to the arraignment. You might even go see her in jail tonight or tomorrow to see if she needs anything. I’ll bet she’d really appreciate that. It might give you two a chance to talk also.”

      She agreed. “I’m going to jump off here and see if they’ll let me see her. There’s no time like the present. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. See ya.” She hung up.
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        * * *

      

      After work on Tuesday, I felt grateful to visit Patricia without Heather, even though they were my two closest friends at different times in my life. By taking Heather to work for two days last week, I learned that adding one person to the mix could create all sorts of challenges when juggling the various other personalities. I had my own special bonds with Tea, Wanda, and Patricia, which didn’t translate well with the insertion of Heather. After my actions resulted in many hard feelings, I'd learned an important lesson. Only Margo had seemed to thrive in Heather’s presence until her cook had been murdered, and then all bets were off.

      For once, Patricia beat me to her apartment and descended the stairs to Toni’s as I pulled up on my Ducati. She strolled over while I took off my helmet and stowed my jacket and boots.

      I turned to hug her but stopped short. Something looked different about her. She looked taller and more confident. She absolutely glowed. Before I could assess her any further, she held out her left hand to me. On her ring finger was the biggest diamond I had ever seen, dwarfing the two-carat solitaire Jason had recently bestowed on me.

      I threw my arms around her. “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God. When did this happen?”

      She looked like she might burst. “Well, he asked me out again on Saturday night. I had a great time last weekend; I couldn’t wait. I bought a new dress for the occasion and thank God I did. He took me to Le Papillon in San Jose. What an amazing experience, but so expensive. They don’t even print the prices on the menu. I had the poached lobster and braised leeks as an appetizer, the pear salad with toasted pecans, and the local black cod with prosciutto for my main course. Then as they were wheeling out the Vanilla custard crepe, he got down on one knee. I thought they might run him over with the cart, and I jumped up to protect him. We laughed until we cried. And then I said ‘yes,’ and we cried all over again.”

      We walked to Toni’s apartment door, arm in arm. “So, what’s your mom think about all this?”

      “I think she’s a little worried because we’ve only known each other briefly, but she’s being really positive. I appreciate that. My dad would be having a heart attack and forbidding this and that, so thank God he’s in prison.”

      We headed inside. Toni ran over to hug me. “Did you hear that my little girl is getting married?”

      I hugged her. “Yes, how exciting! I can’t wait for the wedding. You know I’ve become quite the wedding planner, so you’ll have to let me help.”

      Patricia responded excitedly, “That’s great, Miranda. I don’t know the first thing about weddings, just that they are expensive.”

      Her mom cringed. I didn’t really know their financial situation, but I figured it couldn’t be great if they were both living in apartments here in Santa Clara. Then I learned something I wasn’t aware of. “I have to get that attorney moving. Our money is all tied up in court. Charles is very clever that way, so he figured he’d screw me and pocket all of our money whenever he got out of prison. Well, that’s not happening. I have no problem giving him his share, but he can’t have it all.”

      I knew it wasn’t polite to pry into other people’s financial business, but after all, she brought it up. “So, how much of the estate is tied up in court, if you don’t mind my asking.”

      She smiled, “Oh, I don’t mind, dear. You are like family. It’s around five million. Not a fortune, but we could live well for the rest of our lives if we invest carefully.”

      It seemed too late for propriety now. “That’s your half or the whole thing?”

      She rushed around the kitchen, getting ready to serve dinner. “Oh no, it will be around five million each for the three of us once we find a judge who’s not a horse’s … well, you know what I mean.”

      I had no idea they were sitting on that kind of fortune. I hoped it all worked out for them. It wasn’t long ago that I had millions too, but I never had the happiness I’d hoped might come with them.

      Just then, my phone rang: Heather. I pointed to the door, letting them know I needed to take the call outside. I tried to muster as much positive energy as I could. “Hi. How’d it go today?”

      She sounded pretty good. “Oh, it wasn’t bad. I know you’ve been to many of those arraignments in your day, so you know the drill. The nice thing was that Margo took me to lunch on the way back home. I feared she wouldn’t even want me back, and I’d have to go to Venice Beach. She explained to me that she had freaked out and overreacted. She gave you credit for helping her see both sides. It is kind of gross that they were sleeping together but to each their own. I believe they say that in France or somewhere.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “You sound much better.” I had to ask. “It’s a weird question, but do you think Margo killed him?”

      She hesitated. “No, I don’t think so unless she’s the best liar in the world.”

      I laughed. “I’ll tell you, there might have been a time when I thought she could actually be the best liar in the world, but I think she likes to have that persona. It’s like she’s a secret agent or something.”

      I realized Patricia and her mom were waiting for me. “Hey, I’d better get going. I’m at Patricia’s.”

      She said, “Say ‘Hi’ for me. I do hope that she and I can be friends someday.”

      I nodded. “I do too. It’s so nice when your friends get along.”

      She agreed. “I know. It’s way too complicated when you have to segregate friends. Let’s try not to do that.”

      I smiled and thought, she has no idea.
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      On Friday morning, as I sat at my desk, I thanked my lucky stars that Tea had taken off the day before her wedding. Every day this week, she had run into my office with some crisis or another. Her wedding dress didn’t fit the way she wanted. She didn’t like the colors of the bridesmaid dresses. She lost her engagement ring, luckily, she found it a few minutes later in the ladies' room. She met and hated the hairdresser with whom the wedding party would spend the morning before her wedding. Her sister, frankly, I didn’t even know she had a sister, had arrived in town and hated her hotel.

      That had been a small sample of how my week went with Tea. As the maid of honor, my solemn duty is to address the bride's physical and emotional issues throughout the wedding and reception. I hoped it ended there and didn’t include the honeymoon because that was where I drew the line. Beau would have to take over from there. I hoped he would be up to the task.

      I barely got any work done all week between meetings and babysitting Tea. As I checked my email for the work crisis of the day, my phone vibrated on my desk; I wasn’t sure how to react when I saw Heather’s name pop up.

      She spoke barely above a whisper. “Miranda, I’m in big trouble. I found Marcel dead in the study.”

      It took a moment for her words to register. It would almost have been funny if someone wasn’t dead. “Are all her personal assistants French?” Then I had to ask, “Wait, you didn’t kill him, did you?”

      “Of course not. I just got up. She’s out for a walk, I think. What do I do?”

      My mind was racing. Was she telling the truth or playing me? “Call 911. At least you’ll stand the best chance of looking innocent.” I had a weird, sinking, feeling about this. “What kind of weapon killed Marcel?”

      She hesitated. “Hold on.” I could hear her walking. “There’s some kind of pipe here on the floor, and he’s got a major gash on his head.”

      I had a hunch. “Don’t touch the pipe. Is it dull and silver? I mean, not shiny.”

      She finally stopped whispering. “Yes, like it’s lead or something.”

      I knew it. I remembered my stupid joke with the officer after the first murder. “Oh my God. Someone is playing a sick game. Clue. They are playing a real-life game of Clue.”

      She didn’t seem to have any idea what I referred to. “Earth to Miranda. What are you talking about?”

      I had to act quickly. “Call 911. I’ll be there as fast as I can to explain.” I hung up, grabbed my helmet, strapped on my boots, and ran out the door.

      I yelled to Anna on the way by the receptionist station, “Tell Jason I had to go.”

      She waved and yelled at me after I had already slipped out the door. “Okay. Good luck with wherever you are headed.”

      I took the 101S via the Gilroy route to Monterey to avoid the tourists heading from Silicon Valley to Pebble Beach for the day. It took me an hour and fifteen minutes, which wasn’t half bad on a weekday. When I arrived, I found Margo and Heather huddled in conversation in the front yard, with neither in handcuffs nor zip ties. Crime scene tape blocked the entrance to the house. I guess if I’d been made a fool of, Margo had been too. That didn’t make me feel any better.

      Margo motioned me over. “Miranda, thank God you’re here. It’s so strange, the sergeant said you had made a joke about this being a real-life Clue game the other day, and now this happens.”

      I shook my head. “Oh, great. This doesn’t make me a suspect, does it?”

      She shushed me. “Don’t worry about that. We have to figure out what’s going on here. Obviously, Heather’s not involved. She didn’t even know what Clue was.” She turned to Heather. “I’m so sorry that I doubted you. That’s the last thing I should have done to you. I’m supposed to support you.”

      Heather hugged her. “What else would you think? You saw me last with Jean Claude. I would have thought the same thing.”

      A plainclothes detective emerged from the house. He approached the three of us and pulled out his badge. “Timothy House, Detective.”

      Margo approached him with her hand extended. “Margo Prentice. I live here. This is Heather McIntosh. She lives with me. And Miranda Marquette, our good friend.” Hearing that description made me feel like an accomplice as much as anything.

      It made me wonder how she could so confidently represent Heather that way when she was arrested for murder under similar circumstances last week. It was my fault I’d sold Heather to her hook, line, and sinker.

      He questioned Heather. “It’s my understanding that you were arrested for a similar crime last week and that you were alone in the house when you discovered this body. Is that correct?”

      She lowered her head and studied her feet. “Gee, it sounds pretty bad when you put it that way.” And then she laughed.

      The cute act didn’t impress him. “I don’t believe this is a laughing matter, Ms. McIntosh.”

      She wiped the smile off her face. “I’m not laughing, Detective. I’m also not guilty of either murder. Last I knew, you were innocent until proven guilty in this country. Is that correct?”

      His face hardened even more. “Yes, ma’am. That is correct. I pay attention to the slightest clue, and, quite honestly, I do not see that you are remorseful about either of these deaths.”

      She wasn’t backing down. “Bingo. Do you know why? I didn’t know either of these unfortunate fellows, and I had nothing to do with their untimely deaths. As a new friend of Margo’s, I feel bad that she lost these two men from her life, but I didn’t have a personal relationship with either of them and didn’t kill them. So, you’re right. I don’t have much remorse for their deaths.” She walked away, down the sidewalk and around the corner, probably afraid she would say something else if she hung around.

      He brushed past Margo and called out. “Hey! Get back here. I’m not done talking to you!”

      When she didn’t reappear, Detective House pointed at a nearby uniformed officer and then the direction where Heather had disappeared. The officer took off after her.

      I had to admit, I was pretty disappointed with her reaction to another sudden death in a house where she’d been living. Even if she didn’t know the victims well, I’d have expected some display of sadness or dismay. Maybe even concern for her own safety.

      Margo made an attempt to apologize for Heather. “She’s had a rough couple of weeks. You’ll have to forgive her.”

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll deal with her,” he grumbled. “So, you knew these two gentlemen pretty well. Is that correct?”

      She smiled and nodded, looking as if she were on an interview program on TV. “Oh yes, several of my personal assistants came with me when I relocated from Long Beach.”

      He jotted down some notes on an old-fashioned notepad. “And what functions did these personal assistants perform?”

      I could hear a touch of sarcasm in his voice, and surely, she could too. After her confession about Jean Claude, I wondered how many of her personal assistants were more than friends.

      She chose to ignore it. “As I’m getting older, I’ve found that I need assistance in certain areas: cooking, cleaning, gardening, and general handyman kinds of things. I have five full-time personal assistants. The fifth is a personal trainer, physical therapist, and masseuse.”

      He continued this line of questioning. I could sense him hiding a smirk. “And they are all men in their⁠—”

      She cut him off. “—their thirties. Is there anything illegal about that? I have a part-time accountant who handles all the paperwork, payroll, and benefits. She’s here every Friday for a half-day. It’s all on the up and up. I don’t hire illegals.”

      He asked the obvious question. “So, why would someone want to kill them?”

      Margo started getting annoyed. “You know, Tim, don’t you think I would tell you if I knew that?”

      He stared her straight in the eye. “Well, Ms. Prentice, you seem to be the common denominator here. When your chef was killed, you called the police to arrest your housemate. Then, in this case, you went out for coffee, apparently after your personal trainer died, leaving your housemate to discover the body.”

      She took an angry step toward the detective. “What are you implying?”

      I grabbed her arm and pulled her back before he could react. “Um, you need to calm down.” I asked the detective, “Do you mind if we go to the back yard for a minute?”

      “Sorry, ma’am, I need to keep you in sight for the time being. You can step up on the veranda if you want.”

      I led her up and to the far corner, hoping we were out of earshot.

      “The nerve of that guy. He practically accused me of murdering them.”

      I shook my head. “Oh no. He did accuse you of murdering them.” I immediately realized that probably wasn’t the right thing to say.

      I thought she might explode. “Well, damn him! He doesn’t know the first thing about me. I’m a very good person, and I’m practically royalty, for God’s sake. Can he say that? Can he say that he’s practically royalty, Miranda? Can he?”

      “Keep your voice down. And take a deep breath. You look like you’re about to have an I aneurysm.” I waited for her to take a seat on a bench, then added, “I agree, I doubt he can say he’s royalty.”

      She wrung her hands, changing the subject. “Oh my God, I have to get Heather off. I got her arrested for murder. She didn’t kill Jean Claude, whoever killed Marcel did. Why would someone be killing my personal assistants? This makes no sense.”

      I shook my head. “Oh no, you’re wrong there. You can be sure this makes sense to someone.”

      She sat in contemplative silence while I leaned on the porch railing. Finally, she said, “Miranda, you don’t think I did this, do you?”

      I had to admit that there were moments when the possibility had crossed my mind, which made me feel tremendously guilty. While she had never been convicted of murder, several of her husbands had died under suspicious circumstances. I admired her so much that I usually ignored those moments in her history. After all, they were only circumstantial, or at least I convinced myself of that.

      I suddenly realized that I hadn’t answered her. “No, of course not.”

      She looked at me with questioning eyes. “You took a while to answer.”

      I brushed her off. “I was thinking about something else.”
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      As we sat there, reinforcements arrived, taking more samples and pictures, running DNA tests, and doing whatever they did at crime scenes these days. The EMTs and the ambulance had already left, but it would be days before things were back to normal—again. The crime scene tape still blocked the front door.

      The detective had taken Heather over to a police car to talk to her and finally released her. She dragged her feet as she came up the front walk. She turned her back on us and sat on the top step.

      I approached her carefully, knowing she’d been pretty angry earlier. She surprised me by smiling when I sat beside her. “Sorry. I figured it might be better to walk it off than to get into it with that jerk.”

      “And then you had to spend the last fifteen minutes locked up with him in his car.”

      “You aren’t the only one,” Margo said from her perch on the bench. “I have some choice words for him too.”

      Heather asked, “Really? What happened?”

      I chimed in. “He rode Margo pretty hard. This has been a banner day for me. It looks like I am the only one who isn’t a suspect.”

      Heather laughed. “Just wait, I’m sure he’ll get around to you soon enough. As soon as he figures out Margo and I didn’t do it.”

      I put my chin in my hands. “You’re probably right.” I eyed the tape blocking the doorway. “What do we do now? We may not have access to the house for days. They’re going to want to compare the results of the first set of tests to the second.” I sighed. “We’re all going to have to go back to my house.”

      Heather stood, and she and Margo headed toward Margo’s car, and I walked to my bike.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In forty-five minutes, we were in my kitchen. Jason was out in the barn doing some manly work, I suppose.

      Margo headed to the fridge. “Wine, anyone?”

      Heather said immediately, “Oh, yes.”

      Heather was back to drinking? Not for me to judge, but she did say she had substance issues. I let it go and declined any for myself. “None for me. I’m in investigative mode.”

      Just then, my phone rang. I was almost relieved to see Tea’s name come up. At least it was probably only pre-wedding drama and not another dead body. “Hi, Tea, what’s up?” I tried to sound positive, but I knew she wouldn’t call unless she had a crisis.

      “Miranda, it’s all falling apart.” She sounded like she’d been crying.

      I hoped she was exaggerating, but I wouldn’t be surprised at anything right now. I used my most soothing voice. “What can I help with, Tea?”

      She burst into tears. “There’s nothing you can do. We’re not getting married.” She hung up the phone.

      I stared at my phone. I thought it might ring again, but it didn’t.

      Heather and Margo stared at me. Heather asked, “Wedding problems?”

      I cringed. “Well, as of now, there is no wedding, at least according to Tea. I’m unsure if I should give her time to return to reality or try to talk her off the ledge.”

      Margo gave me her two cents. “I’d talk her off the ledge. You might be able to prevent disaster. Who knows what she might do if you leave her to her own devices?”

      I hit her number on my recent call listing. She answered immediately. “Don’t even bother to try, Miranda. It’s over.”

      I selected my words carefully. “Okay, why don’t you just tell me what happened?”

      She sniffled. “Beau and I were talking on the phone, discussing our honeymoon plans. We’re going to Hawaii. We discussed what we wanted to do there and couldn’t come up with anything. I swear we sat there for twenty minutes saying virtually nothing. We have nothing in common. What are we going to do when we get married? Oh my God. We’re going to be bored to tears in the first five minutes. I can’t do it.”

      This was a case of classic cold feet and nothing more. I felt so relieved it wasn’t anything serious. I wasn’t sure what tack to take, but I knew I could get her back on track. “So, what did he say?”

      She whined. “Well, that’s what I’m saying. He wasn’t saying much of anything. Can you think of anything more horrible? I could only think that he didn’t want to marry me but didn’t want to call everything off now that we were this close. Do you think that’s what he thought, Miranda? What if that’s what went on in his head?”

      I heard the doorbell ring. She said, “Hold on.” I could hear her open the door, muffled voices, nothing.

      A few seconds later, she said, “Um, false alarm, everything’s fine. I’ve gotta go.”

      I glared at my phone and said, “I should never have called her. She freaked out, but I think he came over, and it’s all fine. This wedding can’t come soon enough.”

      Margo groaned. “Oh, for all our problems to be as minuscule as hers.” She took a sip of wine. “So, what do we do about Lance, David, and Abdul? Their lives could very well be in danger.”

      I chuckled. “Seriously? Lance? What romance novel did you pick him out of?”

      Margo spoke unusually seriously. “Really, Miranda. I would think you, of all people, would understand the gravity of this situation.”

      Heather thought of something. “Do you have security cameras in there?”

      “No. I hate those things. It’s not a prison, for God’s sake.”

      Heather continued down that path. “How about a security system?”

      She nodded. “The house came with one. I just never use it. I have the passcode somewhere.”

      I ran a glass of water for myself. “I think it’s time to use it. Don’t you?”

      “I don’t know. I hate all that stuff. I want to feel safe with my doors and windows open.” She drummed her fingers on the tabletop while Heather refilled her wine glass.

      I pleaded with her. “I’d like to feel safe too, but the reality is, someone has been inside your house killing people. You could be next.”

      She scoffed at that idea. “Let’s not be overly dramatic. If they wanted to kill me, they would have done it already. They are trying to send me a message. I don’t know what it is yet.”

      That raised a question. “Well, have you fired anyone lately? Or not hired someone who wanted a job?”

      She thought for a second. “How about that painter, driving around the neighborhood, coming door to door, and looking to paint houses? I hate door-to-door salespeople. Don’t you?”

      Living where we did, that wasn’t an issue. “I suppose. Did you talk to this guy?”

      She smiled. “Oh, sure, I invited him in and listened to his whole spiel. What else do I have to do during the day? It sounded pretty impressive, but I wasn’t impressed with his pricing. Not that I couldn’t afford it, but it frankly insulted me what he wanted to charge.”

      I wondered, “Did anyone else in the neighborhood hire him?”

      She considered the question. “I suppose someone must have. I’ve seen his truck around a couple of days since. Some people have more money than sense.”

      Heather piped in. “Did he seem angry when you didn’t hire him?”

      She sipped on her wine. “Well, I wouldn’t say, ‘angry.’ However, he did say something strange. I’ll never forget it. He came back to the door to follow up with me the day after his presentation, and I said no, but in the nicest way. I told him that his presentation had been very impressive but that I wasn’t in the market for a painter right now. And he looked me in the eye and said, ‘Well, we’ll see about that.’ Then he turned on his heel and walked away. Isn’t that the strangest thing?”

      I looked at her. “You’re kidding? Do you think this guy’s the killer?”

      She took another sip. “Do you really think someone’s going to start a killing spree over not getting a painting job?”

      Heather cautioned. “You never know what people will do. I’m speaking from experience. I nearly killed my best friend for money and power. I can’t even fathom it now, but I had the importance of that lifestyle built up so far in my mind that nothing else mattered. Plus, I pumped up my anger about how successful she’d become and how badly I’d failed.”

      I listened to her closely, trying to determine if she was telling the truth or just covering her tracks. “You were never a failure. You didn’t know what a success you were, and I’m sure I could have done a better job of telling you.”

      She put a finger over her lips. “Don’t ever blame yourself for what I did. I have to own that.”

      I nodded. “Okay. I get it.” I turned to Margo. “But maybe we should talk to the police about this painter. Stranger things have happened. Maybe the guy snapped. Maybe he had financial problems, and it took one more ‘no’ to put him over the edge. You never really know what makes people tick.”

      They both nodded solemnly.

      I laughed. “Well, I’ll tell you one thing, if I go to the Monterey Police, I’m not asking for that Timothy guy. I’m calling Andy Stockton. He treated me well and wasn’t bad looking either. That guy today made the word abrasive look attractive. I’m the only one he didn’t offend, and that’s only because he didn’t get a chance to speak to me.”

      Heather seemed to really be getting into this investigative work or wanted to make it look like she was. “Margo, can you remember anyone like this painter or any of your assistants brought into the house recently?”

      I followed up. “Or did Jean Claude or Marcel mention anyone who might have been following them or bothering them recently?”

      Margo thought. “I honestly didn’t talk to any of them much. It’s not like we were friends. They were employees, and we exchanged pleasantries. I told them what needed to be done; they asked me questions, stuff like that.”

      I teased her. “Didn’t you and Jean Claude exchange more than pleasantries?”

      Heather looked at Margo’s guilty smile. “Ugh. I don’t even want to picture that.”

      I asked, “Well, with Marcel being your personal trainer, wasn’t there a little more conversation that went along with that position? Did he ever share anything about his personal life? You know, like, ‘I felt like someone followed me home with a lead pipe last night?’”

      She glared at me.

      I held up a hand to ward off her reply. “Okay, I know it seemed ridiculous. We need to think outside the box. We need a new suspect if only to get Heather off the hook.”

      Margo shook her head. “I do feel terrible about assuming the worst about you.”

      She nodded. “It’s not the first time since my life came tumbling down. It probably won’t be the last. I have to earn my way back up.”

      I looked at my watch. “I’d better get to bed. I have to get up early, so I can spend the morning with a bride and bridesmaids fifteen years my junior and probably handle at least as many crises as I handled this week before the wedding finally goes off, hopefully without a hitch. We’ll be sipping wine and getting our hair and nails done starting at 7 a.m. I don’t even understand weddings these days. The groom and the groomsmen will be out playing golf all the while. How does that work?”

      We hugged goodnight.

      I begged them. “Please be thinking about who could have done this. I don’t want either of you to end up in jail for something you didn’t do.” I looked at their faces for a response but couldn’t quite read either one of them. I changed the subject. “I know the lodgings won’t be as luxurious as Margo’s, but it’s all we’ve got. Plus, with Jason and me at the wedding all day tomorrow, you’ll have the run of the place tomorrow. You guys can both sleep out here or flip for the guest room.”

      Margo surprised me by suggesting, “Let’s bunk together in the guest room. It’ll be better than a couch. Right?”

      Heather smiled. “You got that right. And I’m sure you don’t snore like Miranda does.”

      I headed to bed. “You lie so bad,” I lied.
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      I woke Saturday morning at six and shook Jason awake. “Wake up, Cowboy. You must be on the golf course in an hour with the groomsmen.” Luckily, Tea’s wedding and reception were all being staged at Rosewood CordeValle, which wasn’t far from us. All her guests from Santa Clara would have to drive at least a half-hour. Using a venue a little bit out of town saved her parents a bundle, but they were still spending a mint. When I checked, I found out that it would have only cost us $1,000 a night to stay here rather than $2,000 at some Napa Valley venues. The wedding only cost the equivalent of one of my parent's house’s when they bought it back in the sixties instead of two of them, as many weddings cost today. It’s a crazy world we live in.

      He kissed me and pulled me close. “Are you sure we shouldn’t stay in bed for a half hour?”

      I shoved him back against his pillows. “Not with Margo and Heather in the next room.”

      He gave me a confused look. “What? Really? Why? I wondered why Margo’s car was here when I came to bed, but I thought maybe you drove it home for some reason.”

      “It’s a long story involving death and mayhem. I’ll tell you later. You want to go first?” I pointed at the bathroom.

      Jason ran to our shower and said on the way by, “Good thing you’ve been getting me back into golf, or this would probably be a real embarrassment. Do you know if they are all good golfers?”

      I chewed on my thumbnail. “Tea said something about it being a scramble, whatever that is.”

      He smiled and nodded as he turned on the water, “That means we only use the best ball of the group on each shot. That makes it much easier. Believe me. We should go out together on our own next weekend.”

      I slipped into the shower with him, seeing an opportunity for some last-minute closeness. “Okay, Cowboy, just don’t forget. This could be something that could give us a lot more time together.” I’d been playing with Margo, Wanda, and the rest of the WAIT club for a while and was eager to be able to show Jason how much I’d improved.

      I tried to stay positive as I played out the rest of the day in my head. I’d spend most of the morning either waiting for or getting my nails and hair done. In the meantime, I’d be spending time with Tia’s high school friends, none of which I’d met yet, with whom I likely had nothing in common.

      In the meantime, Tea would probably melt down at least five times before the ceremony. And another five to ten between the ceremony and the end of the reception. That sounded like a blast. I dressed down because I had entrusted her with my Maid of Honor dress, knowing I wouldn’t want to wear it all day, especially while getting my hair and nails done.

      Never seeing our houseguests, Jason and I left the house around the same time in separate vehicles. I figured you could never be too safe. Jason would probably be stranded somewhere near the golf course with his clubs and no tux if we took my car. If we took his car, there would probably be a Tea-related crisis for which I’d need a vehicle. We kissed goodbye, hoping to reunite sometime before the wedding. I nearly forgot. “Did you get the band stuff set up, or do you have to do that after golf?”

      He made an okay sign with his hand. “It’s all set up. We even ran through a few songs. It’s going to be good, Miranda. You don’t have to worry.”

      I smiled, happy to see it all coming together. At least we were both in the wedding party, so we could keep track of one another for the most part, but being the Maid of Honor, I would be paired with the Best Man for the processional and the first dance. I couldn’t remember, but I thought the Best Man was Beau’s older brother. Due to information overload, details were fading from my memory as quickly as I learned them. I kept forgetting. I couldn’t have danced with Jason for the first dance since he provided the music. At least I could admire him while dancing with another man.

      It took me less than ten minutes to get to the venue, a real blessing. Continuing my earlier thought, these days, nearly everyone got married in Napa Valley, which would have added a couple of hours to the process and required us to stay overnight after the reception. I was so happy that wasn’t the case.

      When I entered the facility, I felt overwhelmed by giggling twenty-somethings, all hailing from Minneapolis. It surprised me because Tea had always been anything but what these girls were. She had lived a lot more life since high school, I surmised. However, I was happy to see Tea smiling for the first time in weeks. This wedding had taken a toll on her sense of humor.

      I hugged her. “Ready for the big day?”

      She grimaced. “I guess I have to be.” Then she whispered. “Thanks for managing my Bridezilla side. I honestly wouldn’t be getting married without you.”

      She then introduced me to her bridesmaids, Tabatha, Marty, Tammy, and Robin. They already had mimosas in their hands and talked a mile a minute, catching up on all the post-high school gossip. Standing behind them, I saw a woman who couldn’t have been much older than I am, smiling proudly. She walked over to me with her hand extended. “Sandy Presley, you must be Miranda.”

      I pushed past her hand and hugged her. “Sandy, it’s so nice to meet you finally.” I held her at arm’s length and laughed. “I also didn’t expect you to be so⁠—”

      She completed the sentence. “—young? Yes, I hear that a lot. Tea wasn’t exactly part of our plan as we graduated high school, but we figured it out. In a way, I think it made us tougher and contributed to our success, or else my husband is a brilliant businessman. He started a small remodeling firm right out of school and now is one of the top builders in the Land of 10,000 Lakes, ‘doncha’ know.”

      Her strong Midwest accent and her warm, engaging personality captivated me. After how Tea described her parents, Sandy took me completely by surprise. I’d expected someone more like Patricia’s mom because I knew they had money. So, I had completely misjudged them.

      She invited me over to the refreshment table. “Would you like something to drink or snack on? I honestly don’t know how these girls will survive the wedding, starting to drink at seven o’clock, but I guess that’s their problem. I wash my hands of the whole deal.”

      I agreed. “Thank God you’re here, Sandy. I thought I would have to keep up with them, and I didn’t see that happening. I pictured myself passed out right in front of the church right before she said, ‘I do.’” I looked around. “Where’s your husband? I can’t believe he didn’t want to be here for this excitement?”

      She mocked astonishment. “Miranda, please. No man could ever step foot on these women-only festivities, nor would they want to. We will be painstakingly getting hair and nails done for the next five hours. Imagine a man watching that spectacle.” She belly-laughed. “He’s out playing golf with the groom’s men. How about your fiancé?”

      I smiled, sure that she already knew. “He’s out there too. I imagine they are teamed up together since the other guys are kids, probably still hitting their drives three hundred yards on testosterone alone.” I whispered as if it were a huge secret. “Jason’s not much of a golfer, but it gave him something to do this morning while we were getting primped and polished.”

      Sandy smiled, “That’s how I felt about Stan. What would he do in a strange place for hours and hours while we were preened and prodded over?” She put her arm around me as we walked to the mimosa table. “I can tell you one thing, dear, you and I will have a good time. I understand you’ve been holding Tea together through all this. I can’t thank you enough.”

      I wondered how much Tea had told her family about how her relationship with her abusive boyfriend had ended and how she ended up living with Wanda. She had given me the impression that she didn’t tell them much about it, so I needed to be careful about how much I shared with Sandy out of respect for Tea’s privacy.

      I figured I’d start with a less controversial topic. “So, did you hear that Tea recently got her own office?”

      She shook her head. “Tea doesn’t tell us much about her job. You’ll have to fill us in. She seems to be doing well, though, right?”

      “Yes, absolutely. Tea is the accounting department at Ion Power Systems,” I bragged. “In fact, it got a little tricky getting her time off for her honeymoon since she has no backup.” I could see that her mother felt uncomfortable that she and Tea weren’t particularly close at this point in her life. I touched her hand. “It’s really okay.”

      She looked at me with questioning eyes. “What’s okay, dear?”

      I hoped I wasn’t out of line. “I left home when I turned eighteen and didn’t go back for eight years. I wasn’t much better with my family until fairly recently. And now, my brother and sister-in-law moved down the street from me. My mom and stepdad are talking about moving around the corner, and my sister and her future husband are moving a couple of miles away. That would never have been on anyone’s radar five years ago when I lived in Malibu.”

      A tear crept down her cheek. “We’ve done everything she’s asked us to do. We’ve given her space and let her be her own person. But it seems like she drifts further and further from us every year. We’re lucky to get a birthday or Christmas card from her.”

      I went out on a limb. “I could be wrong, but I think things will change now that she’s with Beau. Mike had been controlling and, quite frankly, abusive. I don’t know how much of that part of her life she shared, but she wasn’t proud of it, and I think that’s why she pushed you away.”

      She smiled and nodded. “We have seen changes but didn’t want to be too hopeful and get our hearts broken. I hope you’re right, Miranda. She never told us details about her breakup with Mike, but we put two and two together, and we had a feeling you might have been behind some of that too. So, if you were, thank you.”

      I laughed. “Oh yeah, kneeing that guy where it hurts rates as one of the pleasures of my life.”

      She feigned shock but high-fived me. “Miranda, how unladylike of you. Congratulations.”

      Tea and the rest of her wedding party headed toward the drink table.

      Tea whispered to me on the way by, “I hope you’re not giving away too many of my secrets. I knew I should have kept you two apart.”

      I held up a Girl Scout salute. “I’m being completely appropriate.”

      She gave me her crooked smile. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      I tousled her hair, knowing it would probably still be safe before the wedding day hair fairies had their way with it. “I have to be honest. I’m glad this day is finally here. If all weddings are this stressful, I can’t believe I have a major part in three over the next year, including my own.” I counted on my fingers. “Oh, no, wait, I missed Patricia’s. Make that four.”

      Tea bragged. “Oh, I don’t think a wedding on earth will ever be as stressful as this one. If I never hear Cicily’s name as long as I live, it will be too soon.”

      Just then, as if by magic, Cicily, Tea’s wedding planner, appeared through the front door. I could already tell she would take credit for everything that went right today. I would need to swallow my pride several times, for sure. She yelled across the room. “I can’t believe we pulled this thing together.”

      Tea started, “When you say we–”

      I elbowed her in the ribs.

      She finished. “We sure did,” and forced a smile.

      “There’s no point in making it any worse than it already is. At least we got the refund.”

      Cicily marched across the large room as if she owned it and extended her hand to Sandy. “You must be Tea’s mother. It’s so nice to meet you finally.”

      Sandy had been largely oblivious to the nightmares Cicily had put us through. Considering the money that she and Stan had shelled out, I figured it might be better that way.

      Despite all the pre-wedding drama, it went off without a hitch. Tea was ever the beautiful bride, and Beau, the happiest man in the world. The two of them beamed as his father, the minister, married them.

      Jason’s band drew a lot of attention at the reception. They had set up a website a few days before the wedding and advertised it throughout the night. He already had multiple inquiries about other weddings by the time we got home, well after midnight. The venue had extended the reception hours multiple times at Tea’s parents’ request. It thrilled me to have met them, and I hoped their family would soon be as close as mine.

      I hugged Sandy on the way out, bleary-eyed from too much food and dancing. “Don’t be a stranger now. Even if Tea’s not ready for a close family, you can always visit mine. We have plenty of room for more.”

      She agreed. “We may do that.”

      I thought to myself that more family could never be a bad thing.

      As I drove home, I realized that Wanda never made it to the wedding. I wondered how her new life with Shanice had progressed in this short period. Or if she might already be feeling the growing pains of fostering a teenager.
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      My phone rang. I opened one eye and saw daylight so I flung an arm over my eyes and ignored the phone. It insisted on ringing. I reached out with my free hand and groped at the nightstand. When I finally dared to look at it, I saw 6 a.m. God, who could be calling me at that time? I slid my finger across it and saw Margo’s name. Somehow, in my inebriated state last night, I thought she and Heather had come back to my house.

      “Why are you calling me from the guest room?”

      “I’m not in the guest room. I’m at home. My home,” she said. “I had permission.”

      Her voice didn’t sound as if she was very happy about being there.

      “So, what’s going on?” I pushed myself up and leaned against the headboard. Jason remained asleep beside me.

      “I don’t know how to say this,” she moaned.

      Trying to make light of the situation, I said cheerfully, “Don’t tell me, the butler in the dining room with a candlestick.”

      She didn’t answer right away. I waited until she finally spoke. “I’m really scared, Miranda. Lance has been shot in the head in the library.”

      I groaned in disbelief. “I didn’t even know you had a library. You don’t have a conservatory, do you?”

      “This isn’t funny. And, before you ask, I don’t have a ballroom either. Miranda, this is getting just plain creepy. I mean, one is bad, but three? I’m just sick. I mean, these were my people, my employees and friends. Is someone trying to get back at me for something?”

      I was still stuck with the numbers of rooms in her house where people could still be killed. “Okay, so you have a study, and I guess that room with the pool table could be considered a billiard room and a hall if that means a hallway. I don’t think you have anything that would classify as a lounge, do you?”

      She yelled at me, which brought me back to reality. “Miranda, I know I probably woke you up, but you must listen to me. It doesn’t matter how many rooms I have left corresponding to the ones featured in Clue. There are only two personal assistants left. And if I were them, I wouldn’t be hanging around considering what has happened to their co-workers.”

      I stifled a yawn. “Have you thought of anyone that you ticked off recently?”

      She blurted out, “Miranda, I’m me. I’m ticking off people all the time. It’s what I do.”

      I had to check off another possibility for my peace of mind. “Was he dead when you both arrived at the house?”

      She thought about it. “No, I don’t think so. I think it happened this morning.”

      I said under my breath. “Darn.”

      She questioned my motive for asking. “Why?”

      I couldn’t forget that Heather had once tried to kill me and wound up doing in my friend instead. Could this be history repeating itself? I put the thought out of my head. “Oh, nothing. So, how’s Heather doing with all this?”

      “She’s still asleep as far as I know. I haven’t checked. I was busy calling the police.”

      My head throbbed from all the wine and champagne the night before. “Have you checked her room?”

      “Miranda, you sent her to live with me! What are you suggesting?”

      “Nothing.” I should have kept my mouth shut until I had a chance to get a cup of coffee. I needed time to think about this. “I’ll call you back in a few. Just make sure Heather’s alright for now, okay?” I disconnected.

      Jason slept on, oblivious to the pounding of my heart as I slid out of bed.

      After brewing a cup of coffee and drinking half of it, I called her back.

      She answered in a whisper. “The police are here. Heather’s with me on the front porch. It’s just like last time. We can’t go anywhere, and they’re photographing all over the place. I mean, they can’t think I did this, can they? I mean, I hired all these guys, and sure, I have various relationships with them.”

      I slumped against the kitchen counter. “That doesn’t mean what I think it means, does it?”

      She protested. “No, I wasn’t sleeping with all of them. I’d barely met Abdul. It’s complicated.”

      “I’ll bet. I can’t even have this conversation right now, Margo.”

      She whined. “But I didn’t kill them, Miranda.”

      I yawned, tired and frustrated. “So, what do you want from me?”

      I could hear a smile in her voice. “Can you come over here, please?”

      I said, “I don’t know what good I can do. You’ve now been through this twice before. Plus, you have Heather with you.”

      Her voice got even lower so I could barely hear her. “That’s just it. Please, please come.”

      Was she trying to tell me something? I gave it a moment’s thought and then agreed. “Give me an hour.”

      She let out a loud sigh. “I’ll see you soon.”
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      I grabbed a quick shower and rode to Monterey in less than an hour. I left a note for Jason. It seemed too cruel to wake him up after he’d played six sets until after midnight.

      Like the last two times I’d ridden to Monterey, crime scene tape had been strung across the front door before I arrived. I wondered if the neighbors were starting to get suspicious about the goings-on at Margo’s place. She’d always been considered rather eccentric, but this was way over the top.

      Also, like last time, both Margo and Heather were in the front yard, Heather still in her pajamas. I felt relieved to see a friendly face. Sergeant Andy Stockton, who I’d met at the first murder scene, had arrived. Thank goodness Detective Timothy House wasn’t anywhere to be found.

      He took notes and probably got statements from Margo and Heather. I couldn’t imagine that Heather had much to add since she wasn’t up yet, but he would find that out once they spoke to her. I leaned on my bike seat, not wanting to interrupt the process. Within a few minutes, the officer motioned me over.

      He smiled broadly and walked toward me. “Kind of makes you want to quit playing board games. Doesn't it?”

      I agreed. “It makes me want to stop making off-the-cuff remarks at murder scenes, too.”

      He nodded. “It is strange that you commented about the butler with the candlestick, and all this happens. There isn’t something you want to share with me, is there?”

      He didn’t seem quite as cute now as he interrogated me. I rolled my eyes. “I guess I figured out the crazy thing that seemed to be going on in the killer’s mind before everyone else. Dumb luck, I suppose. Since you were one of the few people who heard me say it, I suppose I could assume that you thought it sounded like a fun idea and started carrying it out.”

      He smiled. “Oh, I see. The old best defense is a good offense trick. I like it.”

      I asked, “You don’t need a statement or anything from me, right? I want to talk to my friends if that’s okay.”

      He headed back toward the house. “Oh, no. Go right ahead. I wanted to see how you’d react to the Clue question. You passed.”

      I smiled. “Well, thank goodness for small favors. Nice seeing you again, Sergeant. Hopefully, our paths will cross again, but not under such circumstances.”

      He pointed at my hand. “Does your fiancé know you flirt like that?”

      I protested. “That wasn’t flirting, just acknowledging.” I could feel my face turning hot. I walked over to Heather and Margo.

      Margo shook her head. “What was that all about?”

      I wanted to shift the topic away from myself. “Nothing. So, what’s new here?”

      She seemed remarkably cheerful, considering a third member of her staff and possibly a personal friend had been murdered under her roof. “Well, the circumstances are pretty similar to the last two. There’s no evidence except it ties into the Clue game. I find it very bizarre.”

      There seemed to be something in front of our faces that we were missing. “Margo, you said that you barely know Abdul. Did he replace someone recently?”

      She nodded sadly. “Yes, Johnny. He’d been with me for ten years, but I found him stealing from me, and I had to let him go.”

      That sounded encouraging. “When did that happen?”

      She thought for a minute. “A couple of weeks ago.”

      I considered the timeline in my mind. “So, before Heather came?”

      She nodded. “Yes.” Then she saw the look on my face. “Miranda, you don’t think he’s responsible for all this, do you? These guys were like brothers.”

      Just then, Sergeant Stockton came from the house with two uniformed cops. He had an odd look on his face and headed directly toward us. I thought he was coming to me because we had been having a conversation, but he went directly to Margo. He spoke far more sternly than he had spoken to me. “Margo Prentice, you are under arrest for the murder of Lance Bennington. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to have an attorney present during questioning. If you cannot afford one, one will be appointed for you. Do you understand these rights as I have explained them?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      He asked, “Do you wish to waive these rights and speak to us now?”

      She shook her head. “No.”

      The uniformed cops put zip ties around her wrists, put her in their vehicle, and drove her away. Heather and I stood there with our mouths open.

      The sergeant stood with us. “Is there anything you two would like to say?”

      So many thoughts were running through my head, but I felt reasonably sure I shouldn’t share them with a cop. I wondered how this would impact Heather’s case. I thought about other suspects that Margo and I had discussed. But this didn’t seem like the time or the place to open up to the sergeant. “I don’t think so. We have a lot to process right now.”

      He smiled and handed each of us his card. “Well, if anything comes up or you think of anything, give me a call.”

      I wanted to stay on his good side. “Absolutely. You’ll be the first one we contact.”

      Heather turned to me. “It looks like we’re returning to your place unless you’ve got another idea.”

      I thought for a few seconds. “Nope. I’ve got nothing. I’d imagine with a gun involved, the forensic work may take even longer than in the last two cases. No one may be allowed back in that house until Margo’s out on bail. If they let her out. So, I guess we’re roomies. But I warn you, if any of my animals start dropping dead, I’m turning you in.”

      She punched me on the arm. “That’s not even funny. You know I’d never harm an animal, Miranda.” She winked.
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      Several hours later, we sat facing one another at the picnic table out in the back. A late August chill off the canyon settled in, so I lit a small fire in the firepit that we often used in the evening in the fall and winter. Or else I had caught a chill by what had transpired. Either way, it seemed like adding warmth felt like a good idea. Heather seemed to agree as she held her hands over the gas fire.

      We were silent for a few minutes, but Heather finally said. “I can’t believe Margo would ever kill anyone. She’s the most loving person I know. Look how she took me in off the street without hesitation.”

      I said, “She is amazing. The police don’t know anything. They are just going with the easiest suspect. She owns the house and employs the victims. I get it; I probably would have come to the same conclusion, but I mean, look a little deeper. There have to be better suspects. Like the one who actually did it.”

      Heather wrung her hands. “I hate to mention it, but how do you think that affects my case?”

      “Well, if there is any good news to this whole thing, I’d have to think it takes the focus from you and places it squarely on Margo. Unless there is clear evidence tying the first murder to you, I’d think they almost have to drop the case.”

      She nodded. “I thought the same thing. This whole thing with the Clue Game almost has to be all the same murderer unless two deranged people conspired together to make it look like one, but I can tell you, if that’s the case, I wasn’t one of them.”

      “Well, the fact that you’d never heard of Clue has to work to your advantage.”

      “So, what happens now? Do I stay here?”

      I realized I needed to make a call. “I’ll call Mark and see our best course of action. I’m not sure if he’ll represent Margo while still considering representing you. But I’m sure he’ll have advice for her.”

      I punched in his number, and he answered on the first ring. He’d gotten good at that. “Miranda, you must be psychic. I had my hand on the phone to call you. I heard from the P.D., they dropped the charges against Heather.”

      I couldn’t say it surprised me. I probably didn’t sound as surprised or grateful as I should have. “That’s great, Mark, but we have a bit of a situation.”

      He laughed. “If I had a dime for the number of times I’ve heard that. Okay, what’s up?

      I wasn’t exactly sure how to tell the story. “Well, you know about the murder they arrested Heather for? There’s been two more since then. The third, this morning. And they have similarities, which, I’m guessing, is why they released Heather.”

      He sounded curious. “Interesting. So, what are the similarities?”

      I continued. “Well, they all involved one of Margo’s personal assistants, and they all tied into the Clue board game.”

      He sounded skeptical. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      I didn’t laugh. “You can’t make this stuff up. The first one got killed in the kitchen with a knife. The second, in the study with a lead pipe. And the third, this morning, in the library with a gun. I assume it had to be a pistol to keep in line with the game, although the weapon hasn’t been recovered yet.”

      He reached his own conclusion. “And they arrested Margo today after the third one.”

      I thought for a second. “I guess I’ll have to get in touch with her. I don’t know if she has an attorney she’s used in these situations. Remember, she’d already been arrested for the first-degree murder of her husband in Long Beach but got off for lack of evidence.”

      He responded, “Yes, I do. But you two have become much closer since then, so if there’s anything you or she needs me to do, let me know. I’d certainly be happy to represent her.” He hesitated, then blurted out, “Well, unless you think she actually did it. That might be awkward.”

      I bit my lip. “Well, I’m not seeing any strong suspects. She mentioned a painter she refused to hire, which sounds like a huge overreaction. She fired a guy about a month ago after ten years of service. He’s probably your best bet. But it seems like these guys would have been his buddies, so why kill them? If he became that angry, why not kill her.” I thought for a second. “Unless he decided to frame her, that’s a possibility.”

      He agreed. “That is possible. But what’s your gut saying?”

      This had been bugging me since she told me. “Well, apparently, she’s had more than an employee-employer relationship with most of her personal assistants. That would certainly complicate matters. There could have been all sorts of jealousies and underlying sub-plots that we aren’t even aware of.”

      He considered the facts before him. “So, one of the remaining two might be a good suspect if they were vying for her affections.”

      “I’m stumped, to be honest. I love Margo as if she were family, but she’s got a sketchy past, I can’t deny that. I’ve often said that she’s either the best liar in the world or completely innocent. I honestly still am not a hundred percent sure which. She’s a survivor who came from nothing to royalty to the kind of riches that I could never even imagine. She spends money like it’s drinking water.”

      He chuckled. “I have to admit; I found myself drawn to her that day we searched for evidence at Michael and Kara’s house. She’s a charming woman, for sure. As I said, if she needed or wanted representation, I’d be happy to do it.”

      That made me smile. “Thanks, Mark. I’m glad you came to that conclusion on your own. I’ll talk to her and let you know what she needs right now.”

      “Okay, Miranda. Sabine and I are wrapping up things here, so I’m hoping it'll be for good the next time we come out there.”

      I jumped up from the bench. “That’s so great! I thought that day would never come. I’ll give you a call later on. Thanks, Mark.” We hung up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Heather glared at me. “Remember you were going to ask Mark if he thought I ought to stay here or go back to Margo’s when she gets out on bail?”

      I realized she had a point as I hung up. “I’m going to be in contact with Margo, but I’m sure she’ll insist that you stay with her once she gets home, and the forensics should be done by then. She should be out in a day or two anyway.”

      I figured the next thing I should do was call the Monterey Police Department to see if and when I could see Margo. I dialed Sergeant Stockton’s number, and he answered on the second ring. “Stockton, can I help you?”

      I cleared my throat. “Sergeant, Miranda Marquette here.”

      He had a smile in his voice. “Miranda, I didn’t expect to hear from you quite so soon. To what do I owe the honor of your call?”

      I smiled. “Not sure it’s an honor but thank you. I wanted to know how to get in touch with Margo and when that could happen. I wanted to discuss her attorney and several other logistical issues.”

      He continued in his friendly tone. “She’s being booked right now, and we’ll be taking her statement within the hour, which she agreed to provide without an attorney present. Probably an hour later, she’ll be transferred to a holding cell at the county jail until the arraignment. Before that, we allow our prisoners to make a phone call or two.” He paused. “But I’m sure you know about the phone calls, so forgive the mansplaining, Miranda. I’m working off a script here.” His tone seemed genuinely apologetic. “I’ll have her call you. So, it’ll probably be an hour or two. You should be able to see her sometime tomorrow. We can provide more information once she is at the county facility.”

      I had everything I needed for now. “Thank you so much. You’ve been very helpful.”

      “Thanks for calling. Feel free to call any time.”

      I relayed the information to Heather. “She’ll give me a call later on. Then we’ll figure everything out. Until then, I guess we’ll hang out.” I wondered how to get Heather to talk more fluently. Normally, I’d add an alcoholic beverage, but with her on a twelve-step program, that didn’t seem like the best idea. I opted for some high-end mineral water. I asked, “Want to sit in the living room?” At least that was an environment conducive to relaxing and chatting.

      She led the way. “Sure, I thought you’d never ask.”

      Jason was lazing on the couch, and I figured I’d better fill him in. He was dead to the world when I headed out here this morning. I couldn’t believe it wasn’t even four o’clock with everything that had happened today. I sat next to him on the couch while Heather opened our waters. He looked at me with questioning eyes. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      I laughed and kissed him on the cheek. “You don’t want to know.”

      He insisted. “Actually, I do. You three have been coming and going like this is a bus station.” He looked around. “Where’s Margo?”

      I winced. “Number three of Margo’s personal assistants has been killed, and now Margo has been charged.”

      Jason snapped his fingers. “I knew I should have taken that bet with Michael.”

      I yelled. “Now you are taking bets on people’s criminal activities?”

      He laughed. “Well, you have to admit it, Miranda. You run with an interesting crowd.”

      Heather protested. “You know that I’m standing right here. Right?"

      I put my foot down. “You take that back right now. I don’t have one friend who has been convicted of murder.”

      He thought for a minute. “Okay, I’ll give you that, but that’s because Mark has represented most of them at one time or another.”

      I didn’t want to argue fine points. “Anyway, Margo is in the slammer for a couple of nights, so Heather is staying here.”

      Jason stood and headed for the door. “I’m going to take care of the animals and do some guy stuff while you two have some girl time.”

      I chased after him to kiss him and whispered. “Thanks for understanding.”

      Heather poured a glass of mineral water and passed it to me. “Sounds like he seemed kind of okay with me staying here?”

      I wobbled my head. “He’s probably not thrilled, but he’ll sacrifice because he loves me. Right?”

      “I’m sure he does.” She shifted gears. “So, it does make sense that you’ll go to work during the day starting tomorrow. And as much as I enjoyed your work, I think I’ll stay here if that’s okay. I wonder if Sarah from the ‘Inner Vision Institute’ can come here instead of Margo’s. From our first meeting, I got the feeling that she’s not necessarily a fan of the twelve-step program, but she’s got a modified program that she thought might work instead.”

      I nodded. “That’s good to hear. I wasn’t sure when I saw her website if she would be the right person for this.”

      “I spent time on her site before we met and was pretty skeptical. It all seemed pretty touchy-feely without much substance, but after one session, that couldn’t be further from the truth. She is the toughest therapist I have ever had. She doesn’t let me use any of the various avoidance tricks other therapists have allowed me to get away with. It’s been pretty hard at times, and I’ve gotten angry with her, but, in the end, I’ve realized that she’s the person I need.”

      After a few minutes, my phone lit up. It surprised me to see the Monterey Police Department pop up on my Caller ID. It was Margo. She sounded unpredictably relaxed. “Miranda, are you still at the house? I wanted to let you know that you can feel free to stay with Heather until I get back.”

      I shook my head, nearly laughing. “It’s like you to be thinking about us while you go through all this. But, no, they are taking their sweet time with crime scene stuff, so Heather and I returned to my house. We’ll stay here until you get out on bail. So, how are you doing?”

      “This is damned boring, to be honest. I’ve been through all this before, and it’s all a bunch of hogwash. They have no evidence. How could they? I didn’t do anything for pity's sake. I keep telling them that, but they pat me on the head and keep moving me through the process. Such a waste of time.”

      It surprised me how chipper she sounded. “Margo, it’s so good to hear your voice. And you sound fine, which I guess I shouldn’t be surprised about. But before I forget, do you want Mark to represent you, or are you okay attorney-wise?”

      She responded immediately. “Oh, definitely, Mark. Let’s keep it in the family. I, quite frankly, couldn’t stand my last attorney.”

      “Okay, great. We just spoke earlier and there’s nothing he’d rather do. You can expect him before the arraignment, which should be within forty-eight hours.” I had to ask. “Margo, now that you’re a suspect, do you have anyone in mind that you think committed these murders?”

      She sounded frustrated. “Believe me, Miranda, I have thought of nothing else since they brought me in. Of course, I have possibilities, but none of them rise to the top right now.” After a brief hesitation, she said, “Unless you think our little friend could have done it.”

      I figured she must have her reasons for not sharing names with me. “Well, you can discuss that with Mark. I’ll let you go, but we’ll see you home soon, and we’ll have a lot to talk about at our WAIT Club weekend.”

      She hesitated, then responded. “We sure will.”

      Before I hung up, I remembered, “Oh, thanks for those outfits you gave me when you got Heather her things. It’s about time I looked a little more professional at work. I would have resisted to the death if you hadn’t forced me into it.”

      She chuckled. “I know, Miranda. I have your best interests at heart.”

      I nodded to no one in particular before I hung up. “I know you do. I’ll see you soon, I hope.”

      “See ya.”
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      I followed up with Mark to tell him he had been chosen as Margo’s attorney. He had already been making travel plans since he had finalized getting his office set up in Santa Clara anyway. He had already found a partner who would run the New Orleans office, so leaving town wouldn’t be an issue.

      Heather and I had pretty much written the day off. By 8 p.m., we had covered topics from our dysfunctional families, to our first boyfriends and everything in between.

      I felt the most relaxed I had in a while and considering one of my best friends had been arrested on first-degree murder charges, that seemed like a major accomplishment. I asked Heather, hoping she hadn’t fallen asleep, “So, what do you think about this Margo murder rap? Do you think it’ll stick?” I could hear some doubt in my own voice.

      She hiked herself up on her elbows. “Here’s how I see it.” She took a sip of water and then started giggling. “I don’t have a clue. See what I did there. I don’t have a clue?”

      I looked over at her and got caught up in her laughter. Her giggle had always been infectious. No one ever made me laugh the way Heather did. I begged her, “Oh, come on. You’ve been here through all of these murders—” My laugh took over again. We must have laughed for ten minutes straight until we both had tears running from our eyes and could barely breathe. I waited until we both stopped. I tried three times to get the same sentence out, but we both burst out laughing again and couldn’t stop for another ten minutes. Finally, with minor giggling interruptions, I asked, “You’ve been here through all of these murders. You must have noticed something weird, didn’t you? It had to have taken a certain amount of planning for someone to have gotten away with this.” I stood up and bowed after I completed multiple sentences without laughing uncontrollably. “See, I knew I could do it.” I fell back onto the couch, spilling some spring water onto my lap. I put a finger on my lip. “Now, you’re sure you didn’t kill these guys. Right?”

      Heather walked over from the love seat she’d been on and sat beside me. We were now in sleuthing mode. She cleared her throat and held up her index finger. “I’m going to ignore that last question and take these murders one at a time. Number one seems so weird. She found the body in the kitchen and immediately called the police, accusing me. But,” now she raised another finger, “when I found the second one, she did nothing but support me. Wouldn’t you have thought that would have put the nail in my coffin?”

      I thought for a minute. “She was already convinced you didn’t kill Jean Claude by then.”

      She dropped her hand. “But why? If she was so convinced that I committed the first murder, how had it been so easy to change her mind? She doesn’t seem flighty. That is why it seems weird.”

      I studied my empty glass. “I’m getting something stronger. Do you mind?” I said as I headed to the kitchen. “Thank God Jason, and I went to Napa Valley a few months ago.”

      “No, this is a good test for me. It’s not like people aren’t going to drink or smoke or get high around me.”

      I nodded and twisted the corkscrew into a Caymus Cabernet Sauvignon.”

      My stomach started to growl. I pulled my phone out. “Want to order a pizza? I’m sure it won’t be as good as if we were staying at Margo’s, but at least we won’t have to cook.” I suddenly got excited. “Hey, let’s get Dutchman’s. They make the best pizza in town. It’s really authentic.”

      She sat on the edge of her seat. “Yum. Sounds good.”

      I read the toppings. “They have an awesome combination pizza with everything.”

      She high-fived me. “Sold. That sounds yummy.” She navigated her phone browser to the website. “Let’s get the appetizer combo platter too and a big chocolate chip cookie.”

      I laughed. “I’m in.”

      Within a half-hour, the food arrived. We sat out at the picnic table with the fire pit lit. We decided to stay outside as late as possible since we’d spent most of the day indoors.

      We dug into the pizza and appetizers like we hadn’t eaten in a week. I spoke between chews. “Are you sure you’re okay staying alone during the day?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. I could use some downtime. I mean, I appreciate everything you’ve done, but we haven’t stopped since I arrived.

      I watched her face as she ate.

      She looked at me questioningly. “What?”

      I couldn’t tell her I had no idea whether or not she was innocent or guilty of these murders. “Oh, nothing. I’m just happy to have some downtime too.”

      She finished chewing and swallowing her pizza before answering. “Amen.”

      I broke off a piece of the cookie. “I have to admit I went through a time when I didn’t know how I’d react if I ever saw you again, but when I finally did, I couldn’t stay angry with you. There’s not enough time in life to stay angry. I’ve learned a lot about time in the last few years, which is why I’m surrounding myself with family. And I haven’t quite figured out how yet, but you’re not going anywhere either.”

      She looked at me quizzically. “What do you mean?”

      I smiled. “Come on, Heather. Where would you go if you left here?”

      She puffed up her chest. “Oh, I’ve got plenty of places to go.” Then she sat back on the loveseat, deflated. “Who am I kidding?”

      “Don’t you see, that’s how it’s supposed to be? You’re not meant to go anywhere. We messed it up once; we’re not going to do it again.”

      Tears ran down her cheeks as she turned to pull me close. “You’re the only real friend I’ve ever had, Miranda. Why I couldn’t see that back then remains a mystery to me.”

      I released my bear hug and sat back on the bench. “So, as I said, I don’t know yet where you’re going to be, but I want you to be close to me, like family.” I said a silent prayer to myself, hoping I was doing the right thing.

      She smiled through her tears. “Well, this isn’t bad so far.”

      I agreed. “No, this isn’t bad at all.”

      I poured the last of the wine from my bottle and ignored the little voice in my head.
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      For the second day in a row, I awoke with a slight headache. At least this time, I awoke naturally, not with another phone call about another murder. It felt good to let down for a day, but I was glad I’d kept it to one bottle. Jason had already left for work. I crawled out of bed and found my way to the shower, hoping Jason had left coffee for me. When I returned to the bedroom, I eyed the outfits Margo had bought for me and decided to wear one. I pulled on a pair of black slacks and a white blouse that were more conservative than I usually dressed. I thought I would test the waters and see what kind of reaction I got from my coworkers. I found the coffee and drained a cup before setting out. I left Heather sleeping in the guest room.

      I pulled in nearly an hour late when I arrived at the Ion parking lot. I would miss Tea while she was on her two-week honeymoon and hoped there were no accounting crises in her absence because I wouldn’t have a clue how to solve them. Since Vicky Strom in Receiving had done accounting for Ion and payroll part-time, she would process payroll while Tea was gone. And she would also handle any emergency accounts payable checks for vendors demanding payment. I hoped that would cover the major financial issues that could go wrong. I’d have to work with Bob, our CEO, on any other issues that cropped up.

      Anna sat at the front desk when I walked in. She looked me up and down. “My, don’t you look, um, I can’t really describe it. Grown-up?”

      I smirked. “Okay, don’t rub it in. I’m trying something new.”

      She smiled. “Actually, in many ways, it’s an improvement. You should probably dress the part now that you’re in management.”

      “Oh, great. So, you don’t like my regular wardrobe,” I snapped at her.

      She winced at my reaction. “Well, it’s far more appropriate for a customer service rep than a manager. It’s just something to think about.”

      I didn’t want to hear that I looked more appropriate in my fifty-something friend’s choice of clothes than in my own. I headed toward my office. “I’m going to have to get back to you on that.”

      I stopped by the break room on the way, knowing Rick would be there. I motioned him over from his groupies. “Morning, Rick. What do you think of this outfit?”

      He looked me up and down. “Well, you kind of look like my mother.”

      I hugged him. “Thank you.” I turned around and ran to my office.

      I heard him say behind me, “Thank me for what?”

      I already knew I dressed a little young for my age, and I had no problem with that. I wasn’t planning on changing that any time soon. My wedding would be in less than a year, and I planned to get pregnant as soon as possible. I had no desire to look like a grandmother once I became a mom or any time soon after that, so my less-than-conservative dress code resulted from part of a larger plan.

      Jason popped into my office shortly after I logged on to my computer. “Good afternoon.”

      “Not funny,” I grumbled as I glared at the screen. My head still ached.

      “You and Heather had quite a night of it. After the wedding Saturday⁠—”

      “You don’t need to say another word. I’m aware.”

      He hesitated a moment then said, “Nice outfit, by the way,” then turned and left before I could say anything else.
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      The rest of Monday and Tuesday flew by. I had no idea what Heather did all day but she kept herself busy and out of the way. Tuesday evening, I sat in front of Patricia’s apartment again for my weekly visit with her, Toni, and Nate. It seemed like Nate grew more every week, and his vocabulary grew faster than he did.

      When I arrived, Patricia played in the corner with Nate, and Toni greeted me warmly. I could tell she had something she wanted to say. She led me to a couple of chairs on the opposite side of the apartment. “Remember when I told you that we were in a stalemate with Charles over our money?”

      I sat on the edge of my seat. “Yes, I do. Is something happening?”

      She nodded. “Yes, a judge in Denver has ruled that it has to be reviewed. My attorney is very optimistic that Patricia and I will finally get access to the assets that Charles’ attorney has been sitting on under the guise of being an executor of the estate, even though he is still alive. It’s not even an estate, per se, but it’s taken a while to unravel that in court. His attorney is very clever.”

      I touched her hand. “That’s wonderful. I hope you get a good judge. That can make such a difference.”

      She crossed her fingers. “I have a good feeling about it.”

      I felt curious. “So, what would you do?”

      She bit her lip. “I haven’t even wanted to think about it. I wanted to talk to you because I remember you saying how happy you were living here. I feel the same way. My life is much simpler than it was in Colorado, and I get to care for Nate every day, so what could be better? I prefer financial freedom, but I’m not sure I want anything else to change, at least not right away. Obviously, after Patricia and Jamie get married, things will change. I won’t have my little bundle of joy here every day. Well, at least I’m assuming I won’t. I'm sure I’ll probably have to move closer to where they are, and that’ll be closer to Cupertino.”

      “Do you know how long an engagement they are planning?”

      She spoke barely above a whisper. “They haven’t said, but they barely know each other, so I hope it’s long. Usually, when two people jump into an engagement suddenly, they jump into marriage soon too. It’s that sense of urgency in everything they do. I’m not saying that’s always a bad thing. It’s an intensity that many successful people have. I want to be supportive, but I’m scared, and I don’t want to have to change my life, at least not right now.”

      I assured her. “I’ll see what I can find out without seeming too intrusive.”

      She nodded. “Thank you.” We moved back toward Patricia and Nate.

      Nate ran over to me. “Auntie Randa. I wuv you.

      I gave him a big hug. “I love you too, Pumpkin.”

      Patricia reached out to me. “Did Mom tell you about the court date?”

      I smiled. “Yes, how exciting!” I looked around. “So, where’s Jamie? I thought you would have him over so I could meet him one of these weeks.”

      She nodded. “I’m way ahead of you. He’s coming next week. He almost came this week but had to work late. And I can vouch for him. He’s not making it up.” She thought for a second. “How are things going with Heather at Margo's?”

      I groaned.

      Patricia asked, “Oh no, what did she do?”

      I held up a hand in reassurance. “Oh, no, it’s not at all what you think. Heather’s staying with me at the moment. Her charges have been dropped, but there’s been a third murder, and now Margo’s been arrested.”

      Her eyes squinted. “Miranda, remember when all of that happened, and it looked like Margo had been in cahoots with that hitman, I have to admit, I’m still not sure about that woman. She talks a great game, but that’s part of what makes her scary.”

      I ignored that comment because I was more anxious about something else. “I was more curious about how you’re feeling about Heather these days.”

      She pinched her lips and continued to squint. “I don’t know. I’ve got mixed emotions about her. I’ve been so angry with her for so long, it’s hard for me to bounce back. You’ve almost convinced me she’s sincere, so I’ll relent—but just a little.”

      “Thank you.” I took that as an opportunity to further my rehabilitation of Heather in Patricia’s eyes. “I spent a really nice day with her Sunday. I had a little wine and relaxed with her. It’s been a long time since I did that. Sometimes I almost even feel like I can trust her.”

      Patricia still looked skeptical. “So, how does the treatment seem to be going?”

      It relieved me to see her concern. “Good. She’s come a long way. Although, I know she has a long way to go. She’s taking it one day at a time.”

      “Hmm. I don’t know if there are enough days in a lifetime.” She held up a hand in self-defense. “Okay. Okay. I wish nothing but the best for her. Maybe I can be friends with her again at some point.” She repeated a similar thought as she’d had when I’d last visited. I wondered if she’d convince herself one of these days or if I even should.

      “No rush. The timing has to work for you.”

      We all went inside to eat. I felt like we were in a good place—for now.
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      On my way home, I realized I hadn’t spoken to Wanda since the last fostering and adopting class before Tea’s wedding. There had been three murders and two arrests since then. Wanda had missed the wedding, and I’d never called her. I qualified for the worst friend on earth award during the last couple of weeks.

      I decided to bite the bullet and call her when I got home.
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        * * *

      

      I kissed Jason as I came into the kitchen. He grinned. “Am I glad to see you. I’m not much of a conversationalist.” He pulled me close, pointing with his elbow to the living room and Heather.

      I rolled my eyes. “What have you been here, all of ten minutes? I’m sure you did fine. But, don’t get too used to having me around, Cowboy. I’m on a clothing and Heather mission. I’m taking some of my own clothes over to Margo’s for a few days. I can’t wear Margo’s idea of work clothes another day and be the target of everyone’s opinion about my new wardrobe. I never realized how many people had their own thoughts about me until I started dressing like a professional. It scares me that I’m getting too much positive feedback about my new clothes, and I can barely tolerate them. I’m not that old yet, Jason. Say it isn’t so.”

      He hugged me again. “You don’t look a day over twenty-five to me.” He kissed me. “You are so gorgeous.”

      I held him at arm’s length. “Oh, man, you must want something, or you’ve done something bad. You never say stuff like that to me.”

      Heather yelled from the living room, over the TV. “Can you guys get a room? I’m feeling like a third wheel out here.”

      I’d briefly forgotten she was here. I joked, “I don’t think you want us to do that, or you might be waiting for a while.”

      He rolled his eyes. I could tell this situation was wearing on him. He said with a hint of sarcasm, “That doesn’t sound so bad. Maybe we should take her up on it.”

      I nodded, ignoring his tone, “That would be nice, but I’ve got things to do and places to go. I smacked him on the butt. I’ll take a rain check, though.” I turned my attention to Heather. ‘I spoke to the police today, and they are done with their forensic investigation, and it looks likely that Margo will be home tomorrow with any luck.”

      She asked, “So, are we going back to Margo’s tonight?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I think that makes the most sense. She’s got a lot more space. We’ll have to take the car, though, so I can take clothes for work, ones that Margo didn’t give me. I just have a call or two to make before we go.”

      She settled into whatever show she was watching.

      I almost immediately dialed Wanda, hoping she understood why I hadn’t had a second to call her, which might have been a bit of a stretch, but I had to go with it. I should have called her right after Tea’s wedding, but that was water under the bridge. Out of character, it rang six times before she answered, sounding out of breath. “Hello?”

      I glanced at the phone to ensure I had hit the right number. “Wanda?” I still wasn’t sure despite the confirmation on my phone.

      She sounded a combination of exhausted, frustrated, and angry. “Miranda. How are you?”

      I replied tentatively, “Um, more importantly, how are you doing as a new mom?”

      She hesitated, then spoke under her breath. “Let me put it this way, if I hear one more time that I’m not her real mom, I am going to scream.”

      She took me completely by surprise. “Wow, I guess the honeymoon period wasn’t quite as long as they predicted during the classes.”

      She laughed sarcastically. “You can say that again. I had like half a day.” She had second thoughts. “Now, don’t get me wrong, Miranda. It’s not bad all the time, but it’s way harder than I ever imagined.”

      I felt sorry for her. “I wish I knew what to say. Is there anything I can do?”

      I could tell she might cry any second. “I’m so lonely, Miranda. I need an adult to talk to, intelligent life. I miss you so much.”

      I felt like an even more horrible friend than I had previously. “I am so sorry. I do have several excuses, but I have no reasons. But here goes. There have been three murders at Margo’s.”

      She interrupted me. “I told you that Heather girl would prove to be nothing but trouble.”

      I tried to keep the conversation on track. “Hold on. Hear me out. Yes, Heather had initially been arrested for the first one, but then things started getting weird. So, the first victim had been stabbed in the kitchen. The second one was hit on the head with a pipe in the study⁠—”

      She interrupted again, “And the third one had to have been hit with a candlestick in the conservatory.”

      I nearly yelled. “Bingo!”

      She argued. “Margo doesn’t have a conservatory.”

      I agreed. “But the point is, and you recognized it immediately, someone is playing Clue with real-live people in Margo’s house.”

      She hesitated. “So, it’s Heather?”

      I continued in the bedroom so I could have some privacy. “No, I don’t think so, or I hope not anyway. Her charges have been dropped, but guess who they arrested?”

      She didn’t hesitate at all. “Margo.”

      She impressed me. “Wow, I'll bet you’re good at that game.”

      She laughed. “Why do you think I became a detective?”

      I smiled. “It’s nice to hear you laughing.” And also nice that she hadn’t called me out yet that I’d failed to let her know there had been three murders committed on her watch without her being notified. “Margo will be out, probably, tomorrow. I wonder if we’ll have our WAIT Club meeting that was postponed because of Tea’s wedding.” I guessed that Shanice might be complicating that too. “Were you planning on coming?” I asked.

      After a moment of dead air, she responded, “Do you think I can bring her?”

      I chewed on my lip. “It’s fine with me. It might cut into our normal drinking activities, but Heather and I already drank for most of the day last Sunday.”

      She nearly begged. “I hoped that maybe, exposure to someone, anyone, but me, would improve her disposition. She acted so cute and charming until I decided to bring her home. It’s been all downhill since then.”

      I thought back to my days as a cop and some of the foster kids I had been involved with. “She’s testing you. It’s so typical. She’s pushing every button you have, to see what it will take for you to send her back. She will be as unlovable as she can be until she’s convinced that you will love her no matter what.”

      She sounded defeated. “How long is she going to keep this up?”

      I felt so sorry for her. “As long as it takes. If she’s like most kids in the system, she’s had her trust broken more often than she can count. Right now, she sees you as another person in that chain. You need to break the chain. It’ll happen. You’ll see.”

      She perked up a little. “I believe it will, but there are times when it seems hopeless.” She paused for a second. “So, what do you think about this case? Do you think it could have been Heather or Margo? This Clue game thing is so weird. My gut is still with Heather over Margo. Look at the similarities between Margo and you back when she tried to kill you.”

      I agreed. “I know. I’ve thought about that too, but I’m trying to keep an open mind. Besides, it’s like someone is purposely toying with us, asking, come on, here are all the clues, and you still can’t figure out who I am? I just don’t see Heather doing that. She’s more of a ‘kill them and leave town on the next train, girl.’” I changed ears with my phone. “On the other hand, I can’t figure out why Margo would kill her own staff. What would her motivation possibly be?”

      “You have a point there unless she’s got a screw loose. You do have to wonder about her at times.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t see it. Yes, she’s eccentric, but a cold-blooded murderer? I mean, I understand some of her husbands died under suspicious circumstances, but that doesn’t mean she killed them.”

      She chuckled. “Will you listen to yourself for a minute? You give that woman a pass no matter what.”

      “But, every time I question her, she’s so damn credible. It’s like she’s an open book. I guess we’ll all get the opportunity this weekend, but I predict the same outcome.”

      She switched gears. “I’ll have to catch up with you then. It sounds like my little monster is calling me, and that’s a rarity, so I’d better go.”

      I crossed my fingers. “I hope it’s for something good.”

      She agreed. “Thanks.”

      We hung up.
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        * * *

      

      By eight-thirty, we pulled in front of Margo’s house, went inside, and went to bed in minutes. I felt exhausted but tossed and turned most of the night, wondering how successful a weekend it would be with the WAIT Club, Heather, and Shanice.
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      Mark arrived late Tuesday night at the San Jose airport and stayed at the Residence Inn. We exchanged texts most of the morning Wednesday while I worked. The arraignment would take place at noon in Monterey, and a part of me wanted to attend, but I couldn’t afford to take any time off. Mark picked Heather up at Margo’s house, and she went for moral support. With each of them being arrested for one of the murders, he thought it was important that they support one another. I hoped the fact that he had chosen not to represent her wouldn’t cause any friction between them. Although, I’d be fine if they weren’t quite as close as they had been during her trial several years ago when he’d seemed quite smitten with her.

      He called to let me know they were all back at Margo’s and that the arraignment had gone smoothly by early afternoon. The day seemed to drag on, so I begged Jason to let me take the afternoon off. He, of course, could never resist my begging.

      I arrived at Margo’s at two. I wasn’t sure if Mark would still be there considering his busy schedule. They were assembled on the back patio, looking as relaxed as you could after an arraignment for first-degree murder.

      Margo stood immediately, came over, and hugged me. “Miranda, what a surprise. Are you taking up residence here in Monterey? It seems like you’ve been spending a lot of time here.”

      I hugged her. “It’s not such a bad place. How are you doing?”

      She waved her hand in the air. “I’m fine. I’m a survivor, you know that.”

      “Yes, I know that.” I remembered one of the reasons I had ridden out here. “Are we still on for our WAIT Club this weekend?”

      Mark asked, “WAIT Club?”

      I chuckled. “You remember. Wine as an investigative tool. That’s when we are at our most brilliant.”

      He chuckled. “Oh yeah. I almost forgot.”

      Margo responded to me, ignoring Mark. “I hadn’t even thought about it, Miranda. I’ve been a little busy.”

      I decided to fill her in on where we were. “I spoke to Wanda yesterday, and she seemed to be having typical teenage foster child challenges with Shanice, so she thought bringing her out here might be a good distraction. I thought that Heather would be very good with her.”

      Heather glared at me. “When were you going to let me in on this?”

      I retorted, “Um, never. I was going to let the chips fall where they did and hope for the best.”

      Heather nodded. “I see. Well, tell me next time I’m part of one of your schemes. I can at least participate.”

      I stared at her for a second, surprised by her attitude. “Okay. I didn’t think it would be a big deal. Are you okay with maybe helping out with Shanice?”

      She agreed. “Sure. It’ll be fine.”

      Margo nodded. “Let’s do it then. Maybe the brain trust can figure out what the heck is going on here with these murders.”

      “That sounds good to me.”

      Mark added, “We were talking about coming up with real suspects for these murders. The prosecution seems to be stuck on the obvious ones, as usual. Sometimes, I wonder if anyone does any investigative work anymore. So, maybe that will give the WAIT club something to focus on for this weekend.”

      I felt happy to see that he bought Margo’s innocence. There were moments when I wasn’t quite as convinced. I honestly didn’t know what to think anymore. It wasn’t that I thought Margo did it. I couldn’t picture her murdering her employees, who were also, in certain cases, her friends, or possibly more. I just couldn’t come up with a better suspect except for Heather. I guess I felt kind of like the cops that I had been so critical of. Maybe I should have a cup of coffee with the cop I kind of got along with to see what he thought, off the record.

      I suggested, “I think I’m going to connect with that Sergeant Andy Stockton to see what I can find out about the status of the case.” Even though I’d been prepared to stay, I thought better of it, remembering how Jason had reacted to the news that I was leaving for another night.

      They waved as I headed out. I yelled, “I’ll see you this weekend, but Jason might appreciate it if we are home alone tonight, if you know what I mean.”

      Heather yelled. “You’re such a wuss. You need to show him who’s boss.”

      I laughed, “Yeah, that’s an idea.” I jumped in the car and headed to the police station. Luckily, the sergeant seemed to be heading back to the office from destinations unknown. I yelled from behind him, “Sergeant, do you have a minute?”

      He smiled. “Wow, you must really be slumming. I never expected you to visit me here.”

      “I thought you might have some of that really terrible police coffee that’s like three or four hours old.”

      He motioned me to join him. “I’ll see what I can conjure up. We have Keurig machines these days.”

      I scoffed at the notion. “You are so soft.”

      He led me to a small conference room. “So, what can I do for you, or is there something you want to do for me?”

      I chewed on my lip. “Well, I wondered if you’d done any more work on the Margo Prentice case. Like, do you have any real suspects? I mean, we don’t even need to talk about the victim you still have pending charges against Margo for, but what about the other two?”

      He looked at me like I had two heads. “There’s no way we are treating this like three separate cases. The M.O. is too similar.”

      I put my finger on my chin. “Then why have you only charged Margo with one of the murders?”

      He drummed his fingers on the table. “Interesting question we were discussing this morning. We had debated booking her on the other two before we released her and then arraigning her on the three of them but thought better of it.”

      “Why? Because you don’t really have a case on the one you arrested her on, much less the other two?”

      He leaned back in his chair and folded his arms. “Very clever. And, on a bad day, I might even have shown my hand, but not today.”

      I opened up. “Okay, sergeant. Here’s the bottom line. I’m not feeling it. These guys all worked for her in a very close capacity. They were like family. Why would she start killing them? And what’s up with the Clue game? That makes it seem colder, making a game out of it. I haven’t known Margo for decades, but it has been years, and this isn’t her style.”

      He put a wry smile on his face. “Okay, I’ve got a motive for you. Yes, they were all very close. Maybe a little too close. She is a very wealthy woman. Welcome to the two thousand and tens. Maybe they were suing her for sexual harassment, and a piece of her fortune had been at stake. And maybe they were even in it together. So, she starts knocking them off, one by one. But then she thinks of this Clue thing to throw people off. Pretty clever.”

      I tried to read his face. “Do you have any evidence that this actually may have happened?”

      He took a sip of coffee. “Well, if I do, you’ll eventually have access to it.”

      I glared at him. “So, are you saying you do?”

      He smiled. “I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to say right now.”

      I wasn’t ready to let it drop. “But that’s your theory as of now? Have you spoken to either of the two remaining personal assistants?”

      “Have you?”

      I stood up. “Okay, this game of cat and mouse is kind of amusing, but it’s getting annoying.”

      He watched me leave, and he said on my way out. “You didn’t think I would do all the work for you. Did you?”

      I didn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      I decided to head back to Coyote Lake from the police department. But I had one stop to make before I went back to the house. I hadn’t seen Kara since we returned from Sedona, and her wedding to my brother, Michael, would be in four and a half weeks.

      I pulled the motorcycle into their driveway, feeling slightly nervous about neglecting our newfound friendship. She whipped the door open, came outside, and threw her arms around me. “Miranda, it’s so great to see you. I thought you didn’t love me anymore.”

      I hugged her. “God, no. I had the wedding and three murders, my ex-best friend returned, then got arrested, then my other friend got arrested, and now they are both free, one on bail, and one because the charges were dropped.”

      She stared at me. “You are telling me all this happened since we returned from Sedona?”

      I nodded. “Yes, this is exactly what I’d been trying to tell you when we were sitting in jail in Arizona. It’s kind of how my life goes.”

      She looked at me askance. “Do you think I should let you in?” Then she laughed. “I’m kidding.” She led me into the kitchen.

      It was the first time I’d been there since they moved their furniture and stuff. “Wow, you’ve been busy. How’s the baby feel about all this?”

      She patted her stomach. “He’s been pretty happy about it, actually. There’s been plenty of action. He’s always happiest with action. He hates it when I sleep, so I don’t do that much these days.” The bags under her eyes were supporting evidence.

      I considered her situation. “So, I know this may not be the right moment, but I’m offering any time to discuss the wedding. We have nothing done, and it’s in just over four weeks. Have you even sent out invitations?”

      She looked guilty. “Well, no, but it’s only family and a few friends.”

      “I get it, but you want them to be here. Right?”

      She agreed. “Of course.”

      I frowned. “Well, you’re definitely late, at least to send out a save-the-date card.”

      She sat at the kitchen table. “I’ve been so exhausted. All I do is sleep and clean.”

      I had an idea. “I know you guys were set on this month, but maybe you should delay the wedding, even until after the baby is born.”

      A tear fell from her eye. “I mentioned that to Mikey last night, and he went ballistic. He accused me of not wanting to get married. I told him I did but that we were totally disorganized. He said that he didn’t want the baby to be born before getting married under any circumstances. He made it clear that’s a priority to him.”

      I looked her in the eye. “Do you want me to talk to him?”

      She looked away. “No, Miranda. He’s angry enough. He’d think I talked to you so that you would intervene.”

      “Well, maybe someone needs to. He’s got a head as hard as a rock. Once he gets an idea in there, it’s hard for him to change it, but that doesn’t mean he never does. It’s just difficult for him.”

      “I don’t see the point at this late date in rushing the wedding. We could make it so much nicer if we waited. I mean, we just got here. We don’t know our way around, even. A few weeks or months aren’t going to hurt anything.”

      I couldn’t agree with her more. “I’m completely with you. I’ve been thinking about it the last couple of days, and there would be so much to do. Let’s talk to him together. What can it hurt? He can’t divorce you, and he’s not going to hit me.”

      She winced. “Yeah, but if he feels like we are ganging up on him, he may want to divorce me even before we get married.”

      I had an idea. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’ll tell him it’s too late for a September wedding and it can’t be done. It’s supposed to be at our house, so who will say any different? I won’t even say that you and I spoke. In fact, I’ll ask his advice on giving you the bad news.” I considered the time frame. “I think we can accomplish both of your goals. We can plan a late October wedding which will give us time to make it nice, and you will still be married long before the baby comes.”

      She clapped her hands like a happy child. “That’s brilliant.”

      We hugged, and I headed out to my bike, confident there would be no wedding at our house in September.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I beat Jason home by a couple of hours which felt nice. I hadn’t had time to thoroughly clean the house since we returned from Sedona. I vacuumed, stripped the beds, and washed the sheets, cleaned the bathrooms, scoured the kitchen, washed the hardwood floors, and dusted everything in sight, all before he walked through the door.

      I collapsed on the couch before he came in. I hoped he wasn’t serious when he said, “Have you been watching TV all afternoon while I’ve been out earning the bread?”

      I thought I might give him a piece of my mind when he suddenly kissed me, letting me know it had only been a joke. We hadn’t had much, actually, any alone time lately, so I felt very ready when he picked me up and carried me off to the bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t believe we’d already gotten to Thursday morning when the sun peeked through the blinds. I glanced at my watch. 6:20. I figured I might as well get up since my alarm would go off any minute anyway.

      I unwrapped myself from Jason’s arms.

      I sang in the shower, thinking about the night before and the upcoming weekend in Monterey. I had sincerely hoped that visiting the sergeant would clarify where the case stood, but it only seemed more confusing than ever. I would ask Margo about his theory, but it sounded like nothing more than that, a theory.
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        * * *

      

      After an uneventful rest of my work week, I headed out of Monterey on my Ducati. The temperature hovered around a picture-perfect seventy-two degrees. As I pulled out in front of Margo’s, I saw Wanda with a young black girl I assumed to be Shanice. The girl wore jeans shredded at the knees and a baggy gray sweatshirt. A gold ring pierced her nose and another her upper lip. They seemed to be arguing in the front yard. I felt for Wanda because Shanice had given her a run for her money ever since she moved in. From what I’d seen when I was a cop, that didn’t reflect on her as a foster parent, in fact, often, the more loving and attentive the foster parent was, the more resistance they received from the child, especially teens, who were, by far, the toughest to win over.

      Shanice had her arms folded in defiance as I approached them. The last thing I heard her say was, “No, I ain’t goin’ in, and you can’t make me. I told you I wanted to stay at the apartment. I’m old enough to stay on my own. I been doin’ it for years.”

      I had the distinct advantage of having no emotional attachment to this girl and having years of experience working with Charlotte's urban youth population. I felt like Wanda would be way too close and emotional to be effective right now. Besides, I had nothing to lose. I said to Wanda, “Maybe you should head on in, so Shanice and I can have a chat.”

      She initially resisted but then acquiesced, grabbed the suitcases, and slipped through the front door without looking back.

      Margo had a bench near the front door, so I motioned toward it. “Why don’t you have a seat?”

      She remained standing for a moment but didn’t know what to think of me, so she finally gave in and sat down.

      I sat next to her, and we both sat quietly for a few minutes. Finally, I spoke. “I ran away from home as soon as I finished high school. And I didn’t see my family for almost ten years. I eventually became a cop and got shot up pretty badly. Other than my sister, no one came to support me because I had pushed them out of my life.”

      She stared straight ahead. “Why should I care?”

      I chose to ignore her comment. “So, you have choices in life. And I get that you haven’t been treated fairly, so your trust level is probably pretty low. But if you keep pushing people away, you will end up with no one, sad, alone, and old. And I know that seems like a long time off, but people will only keep trying for so long. You’re young, and you think you’ll be young forever, but you won’t. You think you have the luxury of pushing Wanda away, but you are damaging her every time you do and yourself.”

      She glared at me. “I’d rather be alone.” Her dark brown eyes dared me to contradict her.

      “I totally get that. I pushed people out of my life for years, friends, family, and anyone who tried to get close. But all I got was more miserable and alone. I thought staying away would be the answer, but it made me sadder and more depressed. I nearly killed myself. I walked out into the ocean with my clothes on, going down for the last time, and someone pulled me up and dragged me to shore. To this day, I don’t know who, but if you listen to me today, I could be that person for you.”

      She stared straight ahead. “Do you know how many counselors, therapists, social workers, priests, ministers, and other kids on the street have had a similar conversation with me over the years? Why would I listen to you?”

      I turned her face to me. “Because I’m not offering you advice. I’m offering you family. I’m offering the people you will meet today, Margo, Lyanne, Heather, and me. I’m offering my friends, Tea and her husband Beau, Patricia, her son Nate, and her mom, Toni. I’m offering my family, my brother Michael and his soon-to-be wife, Kara, my sister Sabine, and her soon-to-be husband, Mark. I’m offering my mom and my stepdad, Tom. And,” I added, “a chance to see what it's like inside a multimillion dollar mansion.”

      She looked at me for the first time, so I could tell I had made progress. “I don’t even know who these people are.”

      It sounded like she might be relenting a little. I didn’t know if it was the opportunity to see how the rich people lived or the family I was offering, but it didn’t matter. I felt like I had gotten through to her. “No, you don’t. If you stick around, you will. When you get Wanda, you get all of us. It’s a package deal. And we’re not going anywhere any more than she is. We’re here for you every day, good or bad.” I took her face in my hands, and she didn’t resist. “We know you’re not going to be good or kind or lovable every hour of every day. None of us are. We’re just people, but that doesn’t mean we love each other any less. So, that’s what we are offering you. Love. Take it or leave it. But, if I were you, I’d take it.”

      A tear rolled down her cheek, so I knew I had reached her at some level. She sighed. “You don’t know how many times I’ve tried. How many people have lied right to my face. How many foster parents have taken me in only for a monthly check and then beat me up, sexually abused me, and spent it on alcohol and drugs.”

      Sadly, I knew her comments to be true. “I’ve been a cop, so, unfortunately, I do have some idea, and it disgusts me, and I wish we could go back and give you a new start, but we can only start here. But I can promise you; it will be different from here on out. You have not only my promise but also the promise of all of us. We have each other’s backs, and now we have yours. And I guarantee you’ve never had an offer like that.”

      We both sat quietly for a while. Then she said, “Well, effing—uh—poop, okay. But just for tonight. Got it?”

      I extended my hand to her. “Deal.” At least she’d cleaned up her language for me.

      She shook it and we headed inside.

      Janice’s eyes widened as we walked through the foyer. She stopped and stared up at the crystal chandelier then at the curved staircase that led to the balcony on the second floor.

      “Awesome!” she said as she grabbed hold of my arm to stop me. “Those statues, they’re like something in a museum.”

      I looked where she pointed. I had never paid much attention because I was used to Margo’s elaborate homes. The place could certainly intimidate a poor young kid from the streets. I gave her a moment to take it all in.

      Voices from the backyard told us the others were out on the patio. I led her forward. “Maybe Margo will show you the rest later on.”

      Margo, Heather, and Wanda were all out there. I announced, “I’d like you all to meet the newest family member. This is our daughter, Shanice.”

      Heather and Margo both hugged her and introduced themselves while Wanda stayed in the background. I could tell she felt awkward. As soon as they finished their introductions, Shanice walked over to Wanda and opened her arms to her. The only words I could understand from Shanice were, “I’m sorry,” as they both were in tears. It seemed like a defining moment in their relationship and one that I will never forget. I’d seen it so many times before while on the force, and my hunch had been that Shanice actually wanted to be close to Wanda but felt too afraid to make a move, so she continually pushed her away, hoping that Wanda would push hard enough to break through from the other side.

      Lyanne arrived uncharacteristically late when she got to Margo’s well after nine. She acted as outgoing and cheerful as ever, but I could read her like a book, and it wasn’t good. When she sat next to me with a glass of wine, I whispered, “We’ll talk.”

      She nodded and smiled a sad smile as she conversed with the others.

      I felt very proud of Heather, who, after Shanice was introduced to Lyanne, suggested, “Want to go get ice cream?”

      Shanice jumped up as if she’d been waiting for an excuse to leave our company. “Way cool.” She looked at Wanda. “Okay if I go?”

      Wanda stepped into her parent role. “It’s nearly ten now. Be back by eleven, right?”

      While Shanice pretended to protest, I could tell she liked that she cared. “Okay, Mom.” Shanice waved and smiled as they went out the front door. Although there was more than a fifteen-year gap in their ages, they were still closer than the rest of us.

      I’d have to corner Lyanne later about her personal life. But we needed to discuss the case, and she appeared to be the only one who hadn’t heard anything about it unless she’d seen it covered in the news or covered it herself on the news. I often forgot she was a local news celebrity now that she was one of us. I figured, though, she would have called me if she’d heard about it. I focused on Lyanne, “We have to get you up to speed on a triple murder that’s pretty close to home.”

      Lyanne gasped. “Miranda, you found more bodies? How and where this time?”

      I chose my words carefully. “Well, not exactly. Heather found them, and they were all right here.”

      She looked around. “Like here, here?”

      Margo continued my saga. “Yes, here in my house, and I got arrested for the last one. Actually, I called the police and had Heather arrested for the first one, but the charges have since been dropped.”

      Lyanne tried to piece it together. “So, do you have any clues?”

      I chuckled. “Actually, we have nothing but clues, oddly.”

      She nodded with recognition. “Wait a minute. You’re talking about the Clue Game murders, aren’t you?” We all nodded. “I had heard bits and pieces about them but hadn’t put two and two together.”

      Margo said, “Meaning you never figured that one of the four of us had been arrested in connection with one of the murders?”

      “Exactly. It seemed more like a human-interest story, one of those quirky things you read in Reader’s Digest or saw on Murder She Wrote forty years ago. My mom used to watch it and still watches reruns.” She grabbed the whiteboard. “Well, there’s no time like the present to start. What do we know?”

      Wanda started. “There are three murders. They shared a location and a weapon with the original Clue game. They all happened within the last two weeks. Each victim had been employed by Margo as a personal assistant.” She passed the baton to Margo. “Is there anything you’d like to add?

      Margo added in a way only she could do. “Okay, if you all must know, I’d been sleeping with each of them off and on for at least the past year.”

      Lyanne gasped. “Margo, you are kidding. In this day and age? What are you thinking?”

      Wanda rolled her eyes. “This is Margo we are talking about.”

      Margo glared at Wanda. “Now, what’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Oh, come on, Margo, you never have passed yourself off as an angel.” Wanda smirked as she picked up the wine bottle and refreshed our glasses.

      I interrupted. “Okay, let's stay on task here. This is not about character assassination. We all have our own lifestyles and shouldn’t be making judgments about anyone else.”

      Wanda nodded. “Okay, So, Margo, I have to ask. You didn’t kill these guys, right?”

      I purposely watched Margo closely for her answer simply because that question kept coming to my mind.

      She smiled broadly. “No, I didn’t kill them. I can tell you that there have been times when I’ve wanted to kill each of my employees, but I didn’t think that would be good form, besides, the boss is always the first suspect. Whoever did this has a real vendetta out for me. I’ve wracked my brain for anyone who could detest me this much. I’m at a loss. If I didn’t know any better, I’d believe that Malcolm had come back to life and killed them. He, being the most jealous of all my husbands. He got even worse when he realized we were headed for divorce. However, he didn’t live long enough to do anything about it.”

      Lyanne feverishly wrote on the whiteboard. Once she had completed her notes, she asked, “Margo, I hate to get too far into the details, but I’m thinking of a motive. Did all of your personal assistants know that you had more than an employee-employer relationship with the others?”

      Margo shook her head. “I really have no idea. None of us ever talked all that much. I don’t really even know how close they were to one another.”

      I scratched my head. “Margo, remember when I lived below Patricia and all that happened? I feel like there is an obvious answer under the surface somewhere, but I can’t put my finger on it.”

      She nodded. “I feel the same way, partially because I had been a murder suspect at that time. There are so many parallels.”

      I had a sudden thought. “I wonder if Charles White is pulling strings from prison. Wouldn’t that be wild?”

      “Who’s Charles White?” Lyanne asked.

      “You remember. Patricia’s father. Toni’s husband.”

      Margo shook her head. “I doubt he even remembers who I am at this point. Besides, from what I hear, he just needs to behave for a few years, and he’ll get pardoned and return to his lavish lifestyle.”

      I smiled, not wanting to give too much away. “Well, maybe not as lavish as he had planned. I hear from Toni that she’s got a court date that could dramatically impact the assets he can retain.”

      Lyanne said, “Well, that’s good because I heard he has something like fifteen million dollars. There’s no way he should be able to keep all of that while his ex-wife and daughter live in apartments in Santa Clara.”

      I nodded. “That’s similar to what I’ve heard, so stay tuned.”

      Wanda looked at her watch. “Why don’t we call it a night for sleuthing? We can pick it up tomorrow night after Shanice goes to bed. For now, let’s have wine.”

      I called her out. “I hate to say it, Mom, but I don’t think you should partake until she goes to bed tonight, in case.”

      She stuck her tongue out at me. “I hate to say it too, but you’re probably right. But they should be back soon. I’m still ready to call it a night regarding the case. Anybody else?”

      Everyone else agreed.
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      I awoke with the sun on Saturday, which had become one of my favorite things to do on weekends with the WAIT Club. It usually meant finding Margo alone in the kitchen. Today was no exception and became my first chance to get her alone since everything had happened.

      I asked her sincerely, “So, how are you holding up with all this?”

      She played it down like she did everything else. “This will pass like all the other issues I've had over the years. You’ve been in the same place I am. When you’re innocent, you know you’ll be exonerated because there is no evidence to support their case.”

      I bit my lip. “Well, I can’t say I wasn’t at all worried. The courts certainly aren’t perfect.”

      She nodded. “I agree with that, but if I spent my life worrying about everything that could possibly go wrong, I wouldn’t have much of a life now, would I?”

      I smiled. “You never cease to amaze me, Margo Prentice. I still have a lot to learn from you.”

      She passed me a cup of coffee. “I still learn a lot from you too, Miranda. That’s why we are such a good pair.”

      “Now, you’re sure you don’t have someone that you’re serious about or is serious about you that you aren’t letting us in on? Based on what you’ve told us about these guys, it would make the most sense if a jealous lover killed them.”

      She shook her head. “No such luck. Since moving to Monterey, I’ve made many friends due to volunteering and donating money, but most are widows like me. We’re all competing for the same shrinking pool of eligible widowers and divorcees. Most life-long bachelors are gay. I guess that’s always been true, but no one ever talked about it. They were just ‘artsy’ or ‘momma’s boys.’ The more things change, the more they stay the same, really.”

      I thought for a while, then said, “I don’t know, Margo. I really feel like we are close to solving this one. Something you said last night struck a chord about Malcolm. You said that he had been a jealous husband. Could he have written something into his will?”

      She laughed, “That all men I slept with should be killed? Wouldn’t that be a trip?”

      I looked at her doubtfully. “I don’t know, Margo. I wouldn’t put anything past you the way your life has gone. Maybe you should call your attorney to see if Malcolm’s Will and Testament had any odd aspects. Sometimes, these things get put aside and forgotten about after someone’s been deceased for a while.”

      She looked at me like I had two heads. “I was kidding, really, Miranda.”

      I stirred sugar into my coffee. “Yeah, I get it, but there’s nothing normal about this case.” I thought of something else. “Were you and Malcolm avid fans of board games?”

      She smiled. “Oh, yes. I haven’t thought about that for a long time. When we were first together, we would have tournaments that would go on for days. Monopoly, Life, Battleship, Scrabble, Clue, there were a bunch of them.”

      Something nagged at me. “I don’t know, Margo, there’s something weird about this. It’s almost like Malcolm is watching you. You’re sure he’s dead, right?”

      She passed me the cream from the refrigerator. “Oh yeah, I have the death certificate and everything. My life was very difficult at that time. It all got really complicated because he and I were in the middle of that contentious divorce. Then Charles White made it even worse.”

      I grasped at straws. “Have you ever read Malcolm’s Will?”

      She thought back several years. “No, not exactly. His attorney and executor paraphrased it. I couldn’t be bothered trying to figure out all that legal jargon.”

      That made me wonder. “Did you think you should?”

      She shook her head. “No. Malcolm had been such a private and, quite frankly, odd, person; I always figured he’s hidden some stuff in there I’d never figure out.”

      I pushed her. “Can you call the executor and see what you can find out. We have to leave every stone unturned. It may be a dead-end, but it can’t hurt to cross Malcolm off the list.”

      She rolled her eyes and then saluted. “Ay ay, Miranda. Is there anything else I can do for you before the rest of the group wakes up?”

      “No, but I think there is something I can do for you. Considering you no longer have a chef, would you like me to help make breakfast for everyone?”

      She let out a sigh of relief. “Thank you so much, Miranda. I didn’t want to confess that I had no idea how to cook, although I felt pretty sure all of you already pretty much suspected.”

      I chuckled. “This will work out great because I love to cook, and I rarely get the chance, especially with the kind of facilities that you have. I’d consider it an honor.”

      We moved to the auxiliary kitchen, which most of her guests were unaware of. We cooked pancakes, waffles, soufflés, and eggs of several other varieties before the other guests wandered down. No one had any idea they hadn’t been cooked by Margo.

      We all sat together at her dining room table, suitable for ten, so six fit easily. Margo sat at the head, and I sat on the other end. Lyanne and Wanda sat to my left, and Heather and Shanice to my right. Initially, there wasn’t much conversation as everyone dug in.

      I asked Shanice and Heather, “How’d your ice cream adventure go?”

      They looked at each other and started giggling.

      Wanda had a nervous smile on her face. “Okay, somebody had better explain.”

      Heather asked Shanice, “Do you want to tell, or do you want me to?”

      Shanice said confidently, “You know what? I’m going to.”

      Heather gave her an encouraging look.

      Shanice started in. “While Heather and I were eatin’ our dope ice cream, this guy comes up and starts talking, mostly to me. Bottom line, he asks if I wanna hang out.”

      I thought Wanda might die. “And you said?”

      Heather said, “Give her a chance, Mom.”

      Shanice continued. “So, I go to the guy, hey, it’s not that I don’t think you ain’t all that, but I’m only thirteen, so look me up in like three years.” She and Heather high fived.

      Heather grinned proudly. “She kept her cool and put this dude in his place. He got up and walked out with his tail between his legs. She did beautifully.”

      Wanda smiled. “I’m amazed. I should have trusted that you could take care of yourself. I’ll do better.”

      I felt a little like a referee. “From where I sit, you are both doing pretty great considering the short time you’ve had together. There are bound to be growing pains. There’s no such thing as instant love. But, Shanice, I know Wanda has every intention of falling in love with you, but even if that never happens, she will always respect you and have your best interest at heart, and isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?”

      She nodded, then said, “But I want love too. Everyone does.”

      I agreed. “Yes, I know you do. Just be patient and lovable, and you’ll be surprised how quickly that can happen for you. Testing people to see if they can love you when you are being unlovable isn’t fair to anyone, including yourself.”

      Shanice smiled at Heather and said, “Yes, Heather and I had that conversation too. I get it.”

      Wanda asked, “Can I say one thing?” Everyone nodded. She continued, “You all say that I couldn’t love Shanice already, but I fell for her the first time I looked into her eyes.” She focused on Shanice directly. “Shanice, you may not be ready to believe it, and that’s fine because I know many people have let you down in your life. But I will not let you down. And I will love you, for better or for worse.” A stray tear ran down each of their cheeks in one of the most moving moments I have ever witnessed.

      Everyone immediately quieted and dabbed their eyes with napkins, sleeves, or anything available. I even felt tears welling up in my eyes, a rare moment.

      Not one for too much stray emotion, Margo finally took control of the room. “So, Shanice and Heather, Saturday is usually our golf lesson day. I reserved a place for both of you, but it’s totally up to you whether or not you want to participate.”

      Shanice immediately jumped in. “My dad used to watch Tiger Woods every week. He never played the game himself but loved Tiger. I’d love to try it to honor my dad.”

      Heather went along. “I’m not going to be the only one not swinging a club at a little ball if that’s what you guys call fun around here. Let’s do it.”

      I laughed. “I’ve been trying to get Jason back into it so I can learn, but he hasn’t been too cooperative so far, so maybe you can give him some competition.”

      She smiled. “Believe it or not, senior year of high school, we had electives in gym class, and golf turned out to be the only sport you didn’t have to change clothes for, so lots of us girls chose it. We actually got pretty good by the end of the school year.”

      I looked at her with amazement. “Wow, now there is something I never knew about you. Did you hit on the driving range, or did you get out on the course also?”

      “Oh yeah, we had a municipal course up the street from the school, so a few of us would walk there after school and play nine holes a couple of days a week. I got so I could break fifty for nine holes.”

      That impressed me. “I’d kill to be able to even play on a course right now. We’re still perfecting the driving range. That is so cool.”

      Margo suggested, “Let’s plan on getting out on a course sometime this fall. It’s a lot more fun than hitting at the driving range.”

      I had an idea. “The courses around here, like Pebble Beach, are crazy expensive to play and pretty difficult. There’s a place in Salinas where you can get a membership to play as much as you want for like a hundred dollars a month. Pebble Beach is like four hundred a round. And Salinas is a half hour from here and a half-hour from me. It’s not far from Santa Clara either in the whole scheme of things. This could open up a whole new world for us.”
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      After a far more relaxing weekend than I had anticipated, considering we had two guests and our hostess only recently released on bail for First Degree Murder, it surprised me to see my phone light up with Margo’s number. I took the call as I walked into the house, after parking my Ducati on Sunday evening, upon my return from Monterey.

      I was still in a great mood. “Hey, Margo, did I forget something?”

      She sounded horrible. “No, I guess I did. I forgot to keep my fingers crossed. They arrested me for the other two murders. Damn it, Miranda, what do I have to do to stay out of jail?”

      I couldn’t believe it. It seemed so unfair after the wonderful weekend we had. “Do you need me to come back?”

      She spoke quietly. “No, I know the drill. It’s just so discouraging. I really had a sense of optimism and freedom this weekend, like maybe they would drop the charges, and this whole nightmare would go away. Now, it’s clear that I’m their only suspect, and they will put all the resources they have together to put me away.”

      I tried to cheer her up. “But we’ve got Mark and the truth on our side.”

      She protested. “That’s all well and good, but they’ve got a lot of residents who would just as soon see me put away for good. I’m sure they fear what will happen to their property values if something like this gets national attention. I’m sure they want a quick conviction, quiet, and swept under the rug. These people don’t care about the truth. They’ve got money, and they have no problem spending it. This is different from Long Beach, where I pretty much owned my own block, and was nearly a recluse. People live on top of one another here and are all in each other’s business. I’m sure I’m the topic of the coffee klatches up and down the bay.”

      I felt for her. “Have you called Mark?”

      She responded despondently. “Yes, he’s on his way. Then, I’ve got to go through that whole booking process down here where they have to pretend I’m guilty and play all these games. You’d think even they’d get tired of it.”

      I kept my voice positive. “Okay, I’ll give him a buzz just to make sure he gets back here tomorrow morning. Maybe they can push the arraignment up.”

      She replied. “Okay, Miranda. Thanks.” She hung up, and my heart sat in my throat. I’d never heard her like that. I felt tremendous guilt, wondering if she reacted this way because she hadn’t done it or because she had.

      I called Mark immediately. He answered on the first ring. “Okay, I know you’re calling about Margo, but can we at least have some fun with our surprise?”

      I felt so confused. “Okay, you’re gonna have to fill me in because I’m unaware of any surprise.”

      Suddenly he put Sabine on the phone. “We’re here, Silly. For good.”

      I nearly screamed. “Oh my God! No way. You moved?”

      She laughed. “Well, our stuff is still on its way, but we are in our rental house right now, with a bed, and that’s it. We figured with all the bedrooms we’ll have in the new house, we’d need new beds anyway.”

      I laughed in response. “That is so great.” Then I had to shift gears. “So, you already know that Margo’s been arrested for the other two murders. Right?”

      I heard her talking to Mark. He got on the phone immediately. “Like I said up front, I already know about Margo. It’s not all that surprising. What else were they going to do after they dropped Heather’s charges?”

      I asked, “Can you expedite the arraignment now that you’re here? I hate to see her sitting in jail.”

      He seemed to be taking notes. “I’ll see what I can do. It, of course, all depends on how busy their docket is.” He spoke in a low voice. “With a triple murder charge I doubt they’re going to allow bail, or it will be astronomical, even for her.”

      I nearly slammed the phone down. “What? That’s outrageous. She certainly is not an elopement threat.”

      He tried his soothing voice on me. “I know, Miranda, but sometimes it’s more about public perception.”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. “Seriously? Public perception? You’ve got to be kidding.”

      He whined a little. “Hey, don’t kill the messenger here. I’m trying to prepare you and her for the possibilities.”

      “I get that those are real dangers of this situation, but I’m expecting you to take care of them. Margo is my friend, and she shouldn’t be rotting in a jail cell for a month while the prosecution takes their sweet time trying to gather evidence on a case they know they have no grounds for.”

      I could tell I had annoyed him. “I love your optimism, and I know you’ll be a strong advocate throughout this case, and I really appreciate that. I’ll see if I can get her out on house arrest with just an ankle bracelet. Bail is apt to be prohibitive. She might have to put up her house.”

      I needed to go before I said something I regretted later. “I’m optimistic because she didn’t do it. Now go find yourself some guts and get her out on bail.” I hung up.

      I seethed. If her attorney, my future brother-in-law, didn’t believe she would get out on bail, then who would? Had our friendship blinded me? I would think about that later because I had to concentrate on being mad right now.

      I threw my phone across the room as I entered the house. Jason innocently played Super Mario, probably wondering what he had done as the phone nearly hit him on the head.

      I grabbed it as I stormed off to my room to cool down. It wasn’t his fault that I had gotten this angry, and he didn’t need to be subjected to it.

      I threw myself on the bed like a delinquent teenager waiting to be grounded after coming home after curfew. I lay there for about fifteen minutes before I started to cool down. Then I asked myself why I felt so angry. “Is it because you are sure she didn’t do it or because you’re afraid she did?” I asked out loud. “Why is it you always doubt her until you are face to face with her, and then your doubt immediately dissipates? Is she that good a liar, or is she telling the truth?”

      The scariest thing for me right now is that this wasn’t the first time I had asked myself these questions. All the while Margo’s last murder case went on, I wondered if she’d killed her husband, but it turned out that Patricia’s father had. “She was completely exonerated then, so why are you questioning her now?” I asked myself.

      Jason knocked on the door.

      I yelled, “Come in, if you dare,” but laughed so he’d know I had blown off steam.

      “I figured you’d be back to normal by now, whatever you were mad about.” He leaned over and kissed me. “How’d the weekend go?”

      I rolled to my side and held out an arm for him to join me. “The weekend itself went great, and then I found out that Margo had been arrested again for the other two murders just before I came in the house. I called Mark and wasn’t completely satisfied with his lawyerly responses.” I remembered what they had told me. “But, get this, they are here permanently.”

      He looked amazed. “They? Mark and Sabine?”

      “Yup.”

      “Now, that’s unbelievable. I never thought he’d get Sabine to take the jump. I mean, I guess when they put that offer in on the piece of property, it was inevitable, but it still seemed unlikely. She is so un-California, and he is, too, for that matter. It must be your charm.”

      I hit his arm. “It’s not me at all. It’s all of us wanting to come together. But thanks.” I ran my fingers through his hair. “Besides, you’re not really Mr. California, yourself.”

      He kissed me. “Well, thank you. That’s the nicest thing you’ve said for a while. Now you, on the other hand⁠—”

      I kissed him back and didn’t resist when our conversation suddenly ended.
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      I could hardly believe the first week of September had arrived. Soon, it would be Thanksgiving, then Christmas, then New Year’s, and everyone would wonder where the time had gone. As I rode my Ducati toward Santa Clara for another glorious work week, I reminded myself to call Kara to see if she and Michael had any more conversations about their upcoming wedding. I had promised her I could get him to opt for an October wedding, but so far, I hadn’t taken the five minutes it would take to call him.

      I figured I’d better call Mark this morning too. I abruptly abandoned our conversation last night and realized later that it might have been my guilt and mixed feelings instead of his incompetence.

      Anna seemed to be camped out at the reception station when I slogged through the front door to face Monday morning with my colleagues. She smiled at me. “Morning, Miranda, Rick has been looking for you. Did he find you yet?”

      I looked around quizzically. “Not unless he’s hiding in my saddlebag.”

      She chewed on her lower lip. “He said it’s important.”

      I snorted. “Are you sure he wasn’t hoping for miniskirt Monday?” That was a thing before Bob decided it wasn’t politically correct.

      She didn’t laugh. “No, Miranda. He seemed unusually serious.”

      I headed toward the double doors. “Okay. I’ll check the break room.”

      “It’s not like I’m late or anything. Why would he expect to find me before I’m scheduled to be here,” I muttered as I wandered out into the hallway to look for him. I checked in at the first door on the left about halfway down the hall. As usual, there he sat with his harem. I wondered when they would grow up or realize what this guy was.

      When he saw me, he nearly ran to the door. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      I nodded. “So, Anna told me. I headed down here to see what could be so important.”

      He continued out the door and headed toward my office. “Let’s chat in there.”

      I had nearly run out of breath trying to keep up with him. I realized I hadn’t done much running in a while. I decided it might be time to start an exercise regime again. I sat in my desk chair, and he sat in the first side chair. “You know I’m an auxiliary deputy in the Sheriff’s Department, right?”

      I nodded. “How could I forget?”

      He either missed or ignored my sarcasm. “I was listening to the scanner last night, and I heard that they picked up your friend, Margo, down in Monterey.”

      “Yes, I know. She called me.”

      He looked around to make sure there were no eavesdroppers. “You had better tell her to watch it. I mean, I don’t know if she’s guilty, but they are talking about making a real example of her in the community. They don’t take kindly to murder in places like Monterey. I mean, here, it happens all the time. But they have to worry about tourism dollars, real estate values, and small businesses. You know, all that. They’re trying to wrap this case up quickly and tight. I get the idea they might even be fabricating evidence. I don’t have anything specific, but there’s a lot of buzz about this case, more than I’ve heard in a while.”

      I nodded, trying to comprehend what he meant. “Thanks, Rick. That’s really helpful.”

      He leaned forward. “I can’t stress this enough. Unless her lawyer has something really concrete, they will nail her to the wall; they don’t care how circumstantial her case might be. She’s got the perfect M.O. With all those dead ex-husbands, it’s a great way to leave doubt in a jury’s mind. Besides, she’s new in town, and she’s rich. She’s someone people love to hate. Am I right? She’s got a bit of a caustic personality, right?”

      I balked at his description of her but had to agree. “But she’s a real sweetheart when you get to know her.”

      He pressed on. “That’s the point, Miranda. They don’t know her, and they don’t want to know her. They want to send her away for a long time.”

      It seemed like he had run out of steam. “Thanks, Rick. That’s really sweet of you to tell me this. I don’t know why everyone says you are such a jerk.”

      He frowned, then laughed. “Got me again, Miranda.”

      I was only half kidding, but he didn’t need to know that.

      After he left, I stared longingly across the hall, realizing that Tea would be on her honeymoon one more week. I missed her so much. Even though she had been a bridezilla for the last several weeks before she left, there was a huge void in my life at work. Even though we didn’t talk all day long, we always managed to share little quips about our day. Now, I felt lonely.

      While I logged onto my computer and checked my email, I thought about what Rick had said. I would have to share that with Mark, even though I wasn’t sure what he could do about it. It made me wonder if corruption ran rampant in the Monterey court system and if the police, the prosecution, and the judge were all working together. Or, perhaps, that could have been my paranoia speaking. I’d have to discuss that with Rachel during our next session.

      Around noon, I had a lag in my day and decided to call Kara. I had considered calling Michael out of the blue, but I didn’t want to spoil Kara’s and my plan to get the wedding moved to October, so I decided to make sure we were still a ‘go.’

      Kara answered on the first ring. “Miranda, I’m so glad you called.”

      “How nice of you to say.”

      Before I could say anything, she blurted out, “It’s always nice to hear from you, but this is critically important. Last night Mikey and I finally talked about the wedding and decided to wait until October 27th, the last Saturday.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “I am so glad I called you too, then. I could have really blown it.”

      She sounded excited. “So, can we get together on Wednesday to start making plans? I don’t want weeks to go by and to be in the same boat we were in for September.”

      I agreed. “Definitely, I’ll come over there. Does that work? How about six?” That seemed perfect since I had Patricia, Toni, and Nate tomorrow, and I thought I should visit Wanda and Shanice on Thursday.

      She sounded ready to get off the call. “Sounds good. See you then.” We both hung up.

      I answered several more emails and realized that Lyanne and I didn’t connect at Margo’s. She had something to tell me, and I had clearly not been there for her. I called her cell. She answered on the third ring and said, “Please hold; I’ll be with you in a second.” I then heard her in a muffled but heated argument. It sounded like she might be at work, but I couldn’t really tell. Finally, she said, “Miranda, is that really you?”

      “Who else? I called because I felt so bad we never got to talk one-on-one at Margo’s.”

      She seemed grateful. “Thank you so much. This is not really a good time to talk. Can you meet for lunch today?”

      “Sure. Are you going to be anywhere near Santa Clara around lunchtime?”

      She sounded energized. “I can make that work. How about the Fish Market? They have awesome lunch specials.”

      I agreed. “Great, I haven’t been there in a while, but I love it. See you around noon?”

      She replied, “See you then,” and hung up.
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      The restaurant did a brisk lunch business, but I spotted her immediately sitting at a table for two against the wall. She smiled when she saw me. I nearly ran to reach her and hugged her despite seeing her a couple of days ago.

      We talked briefly about the weather and how much fun we’d had over the weekend when she suddenly stopped and touched my hand. “Miranda, Lee and I are separated.”

      I couldn’t say it surprised me. I looked her in the eye. “Oh no. How are Jennifer and Shakira doing?”

      She smiled sadly. “They don’t really understand what is going on, but they are doing pretty well. We are committed to co-parenting no matter what. We have so many friends who have pitted their kids against one parent or the other during or after a divorce and have seen how destructive that is. We will not allow our children to be victims because we may not be right for each other.”

      “I respect you so much for saying that. I’ve seen it too. Many families never recover from interactions where one parent has poisoned the other to their children. It’s incredibly selfish, but people do it every day. They can’t rise above the anger of the divorce, and the children suffer. Many adult children of divorce can’t understand why they can’t seem to formulate lasting family relationships, but many of these issues can be traced back to these dysfunctional parental relationships.” I rolled my eyes. “Believe me. I know this all firsthand. My mom is wonderful, but I think if she could have had more positive things to say about my dad, I might have had a relationship with him today. Or I might not have struggled so much in my relationships with men over the years.”

      She fiddled with her fork. “That’s what I’m worried about, Miranda. I do my best to put a good face on it, but I’m only human. I get frustrated, and I’m sure it sometimes shows to the girls. What can I do to prevent myself from expressing that?”

      I wondered, “Are you in therapy?”

      She shook her head. “No. That’s never been for me. I’ve always tried to work things out on my own.”

      “Believe me, I get it. I resisted therapy almost to death. Now, I wouldn’t live without it. Rachel keeps me sane and grounded, and, I would say, probably those around me too. I always thought being in therapy meant you were weak, but now I believe it means you are strong enough to admit that you need help.”

      Lyanne looked skeptical. “But I’m a public figure Miranda. What if the paparazzi catch a picture of me going in or out of a shrink’s office? I could be ruined.”

      I wanted to laugh at her concept of her own importance, but she was truly concerned. “I don’t know if that would ruin you in this day and age, especially here in California. Everyone has a therapist. Right?”

      She dipped her head and offered an abashed smile. “Well, I supposed that’s true.”

      I reached across the table and raised her chin so I could look her in the eye. “Think about it this way. You decided to talk with me because you thought I might be helpful, right?”

      She nodded. “Right.”

      “And is it possible that you thought I might be helpful because of your confidence in me because you perceive that I have an idea of what I’m talking about?”

      She couldn’t argue. “Okay.”

      I closed the deal. “I only know this much because I’ve learned all of it from being in therapy for a significant period of time. So, the proof of the pudding is in the eating or whatever the expression is.”

      She still wasn’t completely convinced. “Besides the fact that you were already very perceptive, but I’ll give you a pass.” She had a thoughtful look on her face. “But I will consider therapy. I can’t do it all on my own.”

      I felt happy that she considered taking that step, and when we’d finished lunch, I hugged her and whispered in her ear. “Just give Rachel a call. I guarantee you won’t regret it.”

      She looked like she might argue but finally agreed, and I crossed my fingers that she wouldn’t change her mind.
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      I spent the rest of the workday Monday and Tuesday in meetings. Sometimes, I longed for the days when I had been an individual contributor, even though I loved the money and the status of being in management. I had to admit, I wouldn’t go back, but my work life would never be as simple as it had been in recent years. And while I enjoyed it, it wasn’t as rewarding as owning my own company had been.

      My head spun as I rode to Patricia’s on my Ducati. I tried to forget about work and Lyanne’s separation and focus on Patricia. Jamie, Patricia’s fiancé, was scheduled to come to dinner. I hadn’t met him yet, so I looked forward to it. Kind of.

      Two vehicles pulled up behind me as I parked my motorcycle in front of Toni’s apartment, downstairs from Patricia’s. I saw Patricia get out of her car and a nice-looking, well-toned guy, a few years younger than her, stepped out of the other. His dark hair was cut close to his head but not quite military. To me, he had what looked to be an annoyed look on his face as she took his hand and led him to meet me.

      Patricia smiled broadly. “Jamie, this is my best friend, Miranda.”

      He said, “So, you’re the wonderful Miranda Marquette. Now that we’ve met, maybe I won’t have to hear so much about you.”

      I laughed because I couldn’t believe anyone would be rude enough to say that for real when meeting their fiancé’s best friend for the first time. Finally, I figured I’d better say something. “Nice to meet you too.”

      He nearly sneered. “No offense, but I don’t know how to live up to your standards.”

      I was so shocked by his behavior, I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I suggested, “Maybe we should go inside.”

      Patricia seemed completely oblivious and giggled like a fourteen-year-old whenever he opened his mouth.

      He acted slightly more politely to Toni and actually seemed to enjoy playing with Nate, which may have been the only endearing quality I could find in him during our two-hour visit.

      About an hour and a half in, I remembered to keep Patricia updated about the murder situation in Monterey. “I forgot to tell you, Margo’s been arrested for the other two murders.”

      We talked for a few minutes about Margo’s and my theories about who might be responsible, then, she shocked me with her analysis. “I know you’re not going to agree with me, Miranda, but I think Heather did it.”

      I looked at her like she’d gone crazy. I wondered if she’d been seeing too much of this Jamie.

      She continued to explain. “In the time you’ve known Margo, she’s always had servants, right?”

      I wavered. “Well, you can’t call them servants anymore.”

      She nodded. “Well, personal assistants, cooks, secretaries, whatever you want to call them. She’s always had them, right?”

      I agreed. “Yeah. So?”

      She couldn’t be stopped now. I wasn’t so sure I liked her like this. “Well, she never killed them before, right? As far as I know, she never even injured them. She even seemed pretty nice to them, or so you’ve said.” It seemed almost like she’d practiced this. “So, now Heather steps into the picture, and bam, they start dropping like flies. And, the police even got the first one right, but then in typical Heather fashion, she shimmied out of it like underwear on a prostitute.”

      I stared at her, wondering who this woman was. It seemed like she’d become Jamie while we ate dinner. I nodded slowly. “Okay, interesting theory. The police and prosecutors don’t seem to agree, but you have a right to your opinion.”

      She frowned and drummed her nails on the table. “I get it, Miranda. Heather’s your favorite. Heather can do no wrong. Heather’s your golden girl. Well, maybe, for once, you should pay closer attention to those of us who really love you and aren’t using you for everything they can get.” Clearly, there were still issues between Patricia and Heather despite attempts to bury the hatchet.

      I tried to unruffle feathers. “Heather’s still on the suspect list. Anything can happen once this case moves to trial. While I’m not seeing a motive for Heather, that doesn’t mean she didn’t have one, just that we don’t know what it was. I guess if she does, you’ll be able to tell me you told me so when this whole thing is said and done. Who knows?”

      She smiled. “I know you’re patronizing me, but thanks for the effort.”

      I tried to argue, but then she put a finger to her lips.

      Jamie had gone across the apartment and was playing with Nate, so I knew the inevitable question would arrive any minute. She whispered, “So, what do you think of Mr. Right?”

      I had to think fast because I wanted to avoid a fight at all costs. I whispered. “Amazing,” and that wasn’t a lie.
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        * * *

      

      I woke early on Wednesday to a text from Mark; he had been able to arrange Margo’s arraignments for that morning instead of the afternoon. I decided to attend. I had been bored at work this week with Tea still on her honeymoon, and I felt a little concerned that these arraignments weren’t going to be as routine as usual based on my conversation with Rick, so I wanted to go to add moral support. Besides, Kara and I were scheduled to get together to start planning her wedding, so this would give us the afternoon, which, again, sounded like a lot more fun than going to work and attending countless meetings about nothing.

      As I approached the courthouse, I couldn’t believe it; finally, the press had put two and two together and discovered that the Princess of Death, namely me, had ties to these murders, if only indirectly. I recognized Emily Turner from CBS KPIX 5, Laura Garcia from NBC Bay Area, and Pamela Brown from CNN, dating back three years when multiple murders in Santa Clara happened in or around my apartment. We had had several impromptu press conferences in the street in front of my house when I arrived home from work.

      They were all surrounded by cameramen and held large microphones, ready to pick up on any comment I might have regarding Margo’s guilt or innocence. As soon as they spotted me, they started peppering me with questions. I had hoped my fifteen minutes of fame had expired. I wondered where my friend Lyanne Melendez was, as I had met her under similar circumstances. I figured she’d be covering this story if her peers were, or maybe she refused to cover it now that we were friends.

      As I approached the steps leading to the courthouse, Laura asked, “Laura Garcia, NBC Bay Area, Miranda, are you here as an interested party, or do you know the defendant?” I would have thought they would have done more homework than that.

      I kept walking as I talked. “The defendant is one of my dearest friends. I’m here to provide moral support.”

      Pamela had staked out closer to the door, so I approached her space. “Pamela Brown, CNN, Miranda, a triple murder, this is big even for you. Do you think your friends will ever learn that it’s not a lucky thing to be your buddy?”

      I smiled. What else could I do? “Pamela, I can’t explain the unexplained things in life any more than you can, so I try to be there for my friends when they need me.”

      Finally, Emily shot a final question across the bow. “Emily Turner, CBS KPIX 5, Miranda, what advice would you give to the defendant?” I wondered if they knew Margo’s name, but why clue them in if they didn’t?

      I opened the door and looked back at Emily, “Tell the truth. That’s advice I would give to anyone.” I closed the door behind me.

      It made me happy to see that court hadn’t started yet as I walked in. The courtroom nearly overflowed with people, which seemed unusual in my experience for an arraignment. Even preliminary hearings rarely drew large crowds, but this seemed crazy to me and scary in a way, like they knew something I didn’t. Again, I harkened back to my conversation with Rick.

      When I scanned the courtroom, I saw Heather sitting in the front row, talking closely to a black-haired woman in a dark suit. I wondered who it could possibly be until I saw the side of her face and realized that Lyanne had come to cover the story. But she had come into the courtroom, so she’d be covering it without a microphone or a TV camera unless she did a story outside after the fact. Either way, it made me proud of her for not being part of the mess I had gone through outside.

      I surveyed that row to determine if there would be room for me to sit. I figured people could scootch together if they had to, which they did when I arrived at the end of the row. Lyanne smiled,

      . “Miranda, how nice. I got a call about covering this story after our lunch. There would be no way I’d be one of those vultures, so I did the only thing I could do.”

      “Thank you. They haven’t changed a bit. Remember when I did that press conference on the hood of my car?”

      She laughed quietly. “You were something else. I knew I wanted to get to know you better then, and I’m glad I did.” She smiled. “Thanks for lunch. You gave me a lot to think about.”

      Heather butted in, in a muted voice, “You two need to stop whispering. It’s rude.”

      Lyanne elbowed her playfully, “What do you think you are doing?”

      I laughed. “Am I going to have to separate you two?” Then I went back into full voice, but quietly. “So, what do you guys make of this crowd? I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything like it for an arraignment.”

      Lyanne nodded. “Okay, here’s what I heard at the station, and it’s not good. The whole peninsula is up in arms about this ruining tourism for years to come and the economy, not to mention property values. You name it. So, business owners have banded together to make sure that the police and the prosecution get this case solved quickly and run the perpetrator out of town.”

      I thought about Rick. “Oh my God. I heard something similar from a guy I work with who has police connections. It’s a conspiracy. They don’t care about getting it right. They want it done fast. I’ll bet many of them are here in the courtroom to give a message to the prosecution and the judge that they mean business.” I looked over at the defense table where Mark huddled with Margo, their heads bobbing as he likely explained the process to her. I was concerned. “I wonder if Mark has any idea about this. I need to get to him.”

      Before I could figure out how to get his attention, the Judge walked in. Judge Julie Culver looked like she would be all business, and a hush came over the courtroom when she arrived. The bailiff instructed us to be seated after the Pledge of Allegiance.

      She then addressed the court. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is an unusual and auspicious day in the County of Monterey Court. The defendant, Margo Prentice, who has already been charged with one count of First-Degree Murder, is now charged with two more counts. This is not something to be taken lightly. Ms. Prentice, how do you plead in these two homicides?”

      Mark stood and said on behalf of Margo, “My client pleads not guilty, your honor.”

      The judge continued. “We will now listen to arguments by the prosecution and the defense regarding whether this defendant should be allowed to be released on bail.”

      I whispered to Lyanne, “Isn’t it usual to argue how much the bail should be? This isn’t good at all.”
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      The District Attorney himself, not an ADA signifying the importance of this case, stood tall, all six feet six of him, probably mid-forties. His presence instead of an assistant made me nervous.

      He addressed the judge in a deep baritone. “Your honor, quite frankly, I’m shocked that the defense would even consider asking for bail in this case. These three murders represent extreme indifference to the sanctity of human life. The fact that a board game has been used as a backdrop to this heinous crime makes it that much more distasteful, showing how little the perpetrator thinks of her victims. It makes me sick.”

      I thought he might be laying it on a bit thick, but the judge seemed to be eating it up.

      She said, “Go on, Mr. Prosecutor,” as if he had recited a love poem to her.

      He almost seemed choked up. “Your honor, I beg of you, please do not release this evil woman on bail. Just the thought of her being allowed to associate with the rest of society makes my skin crawl.” He returned to his seat.

      She turned her attention to Mark. “Mr. Peterson, please make your case.”

      He stood up and faced the judge. “Your honor, all I can think of when it comes to this case is ‘lack.’ Lack of evidence, lack of suspects, and lack of sufficient investigation to support the case. The only thing I don’t find lacking is enthusiasm for abrasive adjectives by the prosecution. And I agree that this is a crazy case, but my client is not responsible. She happened to be their employer and owns the house where they were murdered, nothing more and nothing less. I have heard of no concrete evidence tying her to any of the murders, and I feel that she should be released immediately on $100,000 bail.”

      Mark had a good way of downplaying things and making murder sound mundane and almost inconvenient. He took his seat.

      Judge Culver retook the floor. “Let’s cut to the chase here. We all know that we each have a role. The DA’s role is to keep the criminal off the street. The defense’s role is to convince the court to be as liberal as possible with their client’s disposition. That’s the way it is. So, when push comes to shove, I must go with my gut. We’ve had a rash of murders over the past decade in Monterey County, but the city of Monterey has pretty much gone unscathed until now. This creates a feeling of unease throughout the community. People are concerned about their businesses and their livelihoods. As you may know, tourism accounts for a vast majority of the revenue businesses make in Monterey annually. If that starts to erode, the whole community could falter. It’s time to draw a line in the sand, and I will do it. I am not granting bail in this case, and we will hold the defendant until the preliminary hearing, which will take place in six weeks, on Tuesday, October 16th. This court is adjourned.” She slammed her gavel.

      The judge immediately disappeared out a door behind her bench. Suddenly, pandemonium erupted in the courtroom. I realized that most of the crowd sitting behind me were local residents and businesspeople who had likely been promoting this outcome and were jumping for joy.

      After the initial excitement, the townspeople started filing out of the courtroom in small groups of three or four. Clearly, their mission had been accomplished. Mark sat at the defense table with Margo, who had not been removed from the courtroom yet, surprising based on what a dangerous criminal she was. They talked quietly, so I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but I could only imagine. Even under the best circumstances, if Mark could get an acquittal at the preliminary hearing, she still had to sit in jail for the next six weeks. How unbelievably unfair.

      Lyanne and Heather sat in stunned silence to my left. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to go down to the defense table before they removed Margo and hug her and find out what they were talking about, but I thought that might be frowned upon since she would still technically be a prisoner of the county. But since the bailiff was busy trying to manage the crowd as they departed the gallery, I decided to take a chance.

      I went through the gate that the witnesses normally passed through, faced Mark, and asked, “What happened?”

      Mark started to answer, but Margo interrupted, “It’s fine, Miranda. We knew this could happen. The city’s all up in arms. They want to make an example of me. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      I hugged her, seeing that she might cry, but attempted to put on a good face. I asked, “But what will you do for six weeks?”

      She smiled. “Oh, I don’t know, Miranda, maybe I’ll take up yoga or write a book. Who knows? Don’t worry about me.” She seemed to be ticking off a checklist in her head. “Miranda, before I forget.” She handed me a small piece of paper. “Here’s a list of people who do various things around the house if anything goes wrong. Do you think you could take care of it for me?”

      I thought about the immensity of caring for her house and couldn’t think of what to say.

      She saw my dilemma. “Oh, no, I’m not asking you to stay at the house for six weeks. I have a service that can do that. I mean, if anything serious goes wrong, would you get this list to them, so they can get it taken care of?”

      I couldn’t understand why the service wouldn’t already have it, but I answered, “Sure, anything.” I wondered what would become of Heather, but I’d have to figure that out.

      Just then, a guard came to take Margo. We hugged one more time, and she disappeared behind a steel door. It seemed so surreal; I didn’t know what to say. Mark seemed uncharacteristically quiet, too, as he gathered his papers and stuffed them into his briefcase. We headed back toward the gallery.

      Lyanne and Heather were chatting quietly. I asked, “Anyone want to go out for coffee?”

      They both nodded. Mark said, “Lead the way.”

      I loved Monterey because there were so many shops and cafes within walking distance, and I felt pretty sure Plumes was a couple of blocks away. I followed my instincts, and we were there on the corner of Franklin and Alvarado within a few minutes. They did a brisk business, but we found a small table in the corner that wasn’t occupied by a student doing homework or someone presenting their multi-level marketing business to a prospective partner.

      Mark spoke first as we settled in over our fresh-brewed coffee. “Okay, then. That didn’t really go as expected. And I’m not worried about Margo, she can handle this. She told me about a time she spent six months in prison in Montserrat. She’s had quite a life.”

      I smiled. “Why does that not surprise me?”

      He got serious. “But that’s the least of our worries. This town worries me. I have a feeling the fix is on. They’ve all decided who did this and will push through a conviction unless we can come up with something really convincing, like solid DNA evidence refuting their claim that Margo did this. And, of course, all the circumstantial DNA evidence goes in their favor because she lives in that house and touches everything there every day.”

      Lyanne took notes. I assumed she had been writing the story for her report, but I asked, “Work?”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I’m a couple of steps behind the competition, but that’s okay. My boss will get over it. I am going to put in a report after we leave here with my crew in front of the courthouse, kind of a wrap-up of the day. Would any of you care to be interviewed?”

      We all looked at one another. I got the feeling that we all wanted to be interviewed for one reason or another, but maybe I read the group wrong. Then Heather spoke up. “I’d like to be interviewed. I found two out of the three bodies and saw Margo first after the bodies were discovered. I saw her reaction firsthand. There is no way I believe she committed those murders.”

      Lyanne nodded. “I can work with that.” She looked at Mark and me. “How about you two? Miranda, you know that I can always find an angle to work you in if you don’t mind me using your notoriety, and Mark, of course, you’re her attorney; if I could get an exclusive with you, that would be amazing.”

      “Well then, I guess we’ll be on TV.” We raised out coffee mugs in a kind of salute.

      Lyanne smiled. “Who knows? Maybe we can work on swaying some of that public opinion.”

      Heather touched my arm. “This will be so much fun.”

      I thought that was an odd comment but let it pass in the optimism of the moment.

      We headed back to the courthouse with a renewed sense of hope. I hoped Margo felt the same way.
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      I couldn’t very well leave Heather at Margo’s alone indefinitely, nor could I stay at Margo’s, so I did the only thing I could think of: I brought her home with me again. I knew that wasn’t the best solution, but I couldn’t think of an alternative at the time. I nearly forgot that I had scheduled the time after work today to start wedding planning with Kara. October twenty-seventh would be here before we knew it.

      Since I’d skipped work, I called Kara and left a voicemail to reschedule an earlier time, and we both showed up at her house at about 1:30. Kara looked surprised when she opened the door and saw I wasn’t alone. “Miranda, hi, how are you?” I guessed I should have filled her in.

      I put my hand out to Heather. “Kara, this is my friend Heather. We had a bit of an issue in Monterey, so she returned with me. I hope it’s alright.”

      Kara stuck out her hand. “Heather, it’s nice to meet you.”

      Heather smiled broadly at Kara’s openness and welcoming demeanor, and so did I. Then again, I don’t think Kara was in on the entire story. She led us to the kitchen table. Kara had brochures from florists, caterers, dress shops, and various other wedding-related venues spread out on the table.

      I gasped. “Wow, I am impressed, Kara. I thought we would be starting from scratch. It looks like you’ve done pretty much everything already.”

      She laughed. “I don’t know about that. I grabbed a few things as I went here and there around town. You shouldn’t have to do it all. You’re already providing the venue and the music, right?”

      I nodded. “As far as I know, unless you’ve changed your mind.”

      She jumped in immediately. “God, no! You’re saving us thousands of dollars. Besides, your property is perfect.” She grabbed the brochures, gave Heather a couple, and directed her. “Let me know what you think of these florists. I don’t even know where to start.”

      Heather’s eyes widened in fright. “I don’t know the first thing about weddings.”

      Kara smiled. “You’ve gotten flowers before, right?”

      She smiled and nodded. “Well, okay, yes, once or twice.”

      Kara touched her hand. “Just go with your gut. We won’t let you go too crazy.”

      She handed me the catering brochures. “Okay, Miranda, you’re the closet caterer, so here you go.”

      I grabbed them confidently. “Food is my specialty.” I rolled my eyes. “Well, maybe someday.”

      Kara started sorting through the dresses. With a time-frame of fewer than two months, that would be the most critical decision.

      I asked, “Hey, what does your wedding party look like? You are really coming down to the wire for dresses.”

      She held the mirror up to face me. “You’re looking at her.”

      I laughed as I pushed the mirror back toward her. “Well, that simplifies things. I wonder if you’d like my dress from Tea’s wedding. I wore it once, literally two weeks ago.”

      She frowned. “So, I’m not worth a new dress. I see how it is.”

      I backtracked. “Well, no, it’s not that you’re not worth a new dress. I’d be happy to get a new dress for your wedding. I thought, you know, you can wind up with a closet full of bridesmaid dresses that you wore only once. I thought if you really like it, I could, at least, wear it again.”

      She smiled. “I’m kidding. Of course, I’ll look at it. Just don’t make me feel guilty if I hate it, okay?”

      I nodded. “Deal.”

      We spent the rest of the afternoon talking and laughing about everything under the sun. I felt relieved that Kara and Heather got along well, but then, Heather was a great chameleon. Tomorrow evening might be more of a challenge having Heather tag along to my scheduled visit with Wanda, although she’d been far more pro-Heather since she and Shanice hit it off. Before that, she had appeared to be convinced that Heather and the Devil were close relatives.
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      Before I knew it, we had meandered through another workday. I brought Heather in with me because she claimed to be incredibly bored with nothing to do at the house. She helped me with my files and then spent time in Tea’s office organizing her space while Tea remained out of the office for two more days, on what seemed like the longest honeymoon on earth. I figured keeping Heather busy would be easier than worrying about her and Rick flirting all day. And now that she had several days of good food in her, she was beginning to look a lot like the old Heather, making a day with Rick even more worrisome.

      I felt a little nervous as we waited for Wanda’s elevator. It seemed to be taking forever.

      Finally, it came. We rode up and knocked on Wanda’s door. She came to the door in an apron, cooking again, similar to when Tea lived with her. Shanice sat at the counter.

      As soon as Shanice saw Heather, she ran to her, hugged her tight, and held on for dear life. She talked to her a mile a minute. She said, “Let’s walk to the store, so we can let these adults have their fun. I’ve been cooped up here all day.” They disappeared out the door before either of us could object. I wondered if she knew that Heather wasn’t that much younger than I was. It made me wonder if Heather was working some new angle, but I kept my mouth shut.

      On the other hand, it felt nice to spend quality alone time with Wanda. I had to fill her in on everything. “You should have been there in court. It felt like a fix. That judge wasn’t giving her bail if she had been the last woman on earth. Mark could have made the most compelling argument, and it wasn’t happening.”

      Wanda stirred soup on the stove. “Okay, Miranda, you’d probably have a better feel than anyone; once and for all, do you think she did it?”

      I hadn’t taken much time to reconsider it since she had been denied bail. “God, I don’t think so, Wanda. You know Margo, maybe not quite as well as I do, but she has this disarming way of seeming so innocent.”

      She paused her stirring to answer. “I know, Miranda. I’ve been a cop most of my adult life, and I still don’t know what to think of that woman. I could have sworn that she was behind Malcolm’s death, so when it turned out that Charles White was responsible, you could have knocked me over with a feather. She always seems to come out smelling like a rose. But when I look objectively at this case, sometimes I wonder if she’s finally run out of luck. It’s almost like she’s so used to getting out of whatever she gets herself into, that she pushed this one to the limit.” She shook her head. “I say that now, and next week I could be sitting across from her and deny that I ever said it. It’s the strangest thing.”

      I sat at the counter, watching her cook. We both pondered Margo’s situation for a while, then I figured I’d change the subject. “So, how’s it going with Shanice?”

      Wanda brightened. “You wouldn’t believe it. It felt like a light switch went off last weekend. I don’t know if she reacted to your conversation with her, or if it was hanging out with Heather, or the camaraderie we all have. For all I know, it was the golf lesson. Whatever, she’s been a different girl, like the one I met before I brought her home: funny, smart, affectionate, warm, caring, and vulnerable. I mean, she’s also a teenager, so it’s not like we don’t argue or fight occasionally, but I would expect that even from my own daughter. To be honest, it’s like heaven.”

      I smiled. “Wow, it sounds like you two have gone through the foster family adjustment steps in a really short time, but in fairness, your honeymoon period wasn’t long either, like five minutes. Maybe Shanice is a quick study.”

      “Oh, she is a quick study, alright. She makes my head spin. I can’t even keep up with her most of the time. Sometimes when I’m trying to explain something to her, and she’s looking at me, bored to tears, I realize that she already got it halfway through my sentence. I don’t know how she does it, but she is as perceptive as anyone I’ve ever met. That’s how she drove me crazy that first week. She knew exactly what I needed and very easily withheld it from me. It wasn’t a challenge for her at all. Considering all she's been through; I think it came second nature for her.”

      I thought for a second, realizing I hadn’t told her my dilemma. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

      She set out soup bowls on the counter. “Go ahead.”

      “Do you have any suggestions about what I should do with Heather? I don’t think it’s wise for her to stay alone at Margo’s for six weeks. I don’t even think she’d want to do that. So far, she’s stayed with me every night Margo’s been in jail. But there’s no way we can do that long-term. Jason would kill me.”

      She considered my plight. “Do you know where she is with her twelve-step program?”

      I had been supposed to call her counselor but forgot. “Darn, I forgot to ask. I’ll give Sarah a call. I have to tell her she won’t be at Margo’s anyway. Sarah makes house calls, but she told Heather she couldn’t come all the way to Coyote Lake.” I looked for her number in my purse. “Here it is. I’ll try right now.”

      I dialed the number on the business card I had in my bag. She answered immediately. “Inner Vision Institute, Sarah speaking, can I help you?”

      I responded in a business-like voice. “This is Miranda Marquette. I’m a good friend of Margo Prentice’s.”

      She gushed. “Oh, how is Margo? I guess she’s had a rough couple of weeks.”

      I wasn’t sure how much to share. “Yes, that’s true. Now, she’s going to spend the next six weeks in jail. They denied bail today.”

      She clearly hadn’t heard. “Oh my God. That’s terrible. Is there anything I can do?”

      I nodded even though she couldn’t see me. “Heather can’t stay at the house alone, so I’m not sure what we do from here.”

      “Is there any way she can be dropped off here for therapy?”

      I couldn’t even imagine the logistics of that. “I don’t think so. I live like forty-five minutes away, and I work nearly an hour and a half away on a good day.”

      I asked, thinking it might have been a HIPAA violation, “Can you possibly share how she is doing in therapy? I know the last time she and I spoke, she had progressed really well.”

      She struggled with her answer. “As you probably know, I can’t share that information. However, I can tell you to address it directly with her, and if she wants to share it with you, that’s fine.”

      I smiled. “Okay, let’s say she’s getting closer to step twelve in the program; that’s all about giving, not receiving, right?”

      She hesitated. “To be honest, I’m not much of a twelve-step gal. But I do share the philosophy that giving is the ultimate step culminating from all the other steps. If she has truly taken the other steps seriously, giving will flow like water from a well.”

      That was all I needed to hear. “Okay, Sarah. I’ll let you know what we decide to do, but I really appreciate everything you’ve been able to share.”

      She responded kindly. “Thank you for calling, Miranda. I wish you all the best.” She hung up.

      Wanda looked at me quizzically.

      I said, “Have I got a proposition for you,” and smiled broadly.

      She nodded her head knowingly.
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      I smiled at Wanda. “How would you feel about having a houseguest for a while?”

      She stopped what she was doing and folded her arms, a ladle still in one fist. “When you say a while, you mean what exactly?”

      I really didn’t know. “She’s doing really well with her therapy, which is perfect. From what Sarah could tell me, the culmination of her program is to give herself to another. Maybe this is her chance to do just that.” I thought for a minute. “I’m not totally sold on Heather’s motives twenty-four, seven, but she seems to be trying. And, so far, it seems her intentions toward Shanice are sincere. I’m mean, Heather’s pretty immature, so maybe they are really real at some level.”

      Wanda wasn’t so sure. “I only have one guest room, or hadn’t you noticed? Plus,” she said, “I’m still not positive Heather isn’t the killer.”

      “I have those moments, too. Believe me. I just don’t know what to do. I guess she can stay with me. Don’t worry about it.”

      She frowned in thought as she ladled soup into the bowls. “I don’t know. Maybe this is the perfect place for her. I’ve got no money or status, so I don’t fit the mold of someone she would knock off.”

      I hated to remind her. “Neither did Margo’s personal assistants.”

      “True, but they may have had access to her money, or they may have been a distraction on her way to Margo’s fortune. I’m still working on that angle. I still don’t think I fit the profile of one of her victims. Either way, maybe it would be good if she did stay here so I could watch her more closely, but on one condition, we have to run it by Shanice first. If there’s any hesitation on her part, then I’m afraid the answer is no.”

      “Okay, That’s fair.”

      They came back laughing and talking through the front door, a mile a minute like they had been friends for years, munching on some chips they must have picked up at the gas station on the corner. Wanda took the floor. “Okay, we have a question for you. Margo is going to be away for a while, and we wondered if both of you would be okay with Heather staying here?”

      Shanice hesitated. “Hey, is this some way to get me parented by two of you instead of one? I mean, I like you Heather, but you’re nearly as old as my mom.”

      Heather blushed. “I know. It was fun pretending I was nearer to your age, though. But, if I can stay, I promise not to get too parental. It’s not in my nature.”

      Wanda reminded Shanice, “Hey, that’s your room, so Heather can sleep out here on the couch.”

      Shanice nodded. “Thanks. I appreciate that, Mom.”

      I smiled. “So, it’s settled then. We can head down to Monterey and get your clothes over the weekend. Shanice, you want to come?”

      She glanced at Wanda, “You mean I could have a day without Mom telling me what to do for a few hours? I’m in.”

      I could see Wanda melt a little whenever Shanice called her ‘Mom.’ It wasn’t the same sarcastic version of Mom she had used at Margo’s; it sounded completely sincere. Wanda hugged her. “You go have fun. I’ll fumigate your room while you're gone.”

      Shanice protested. “Oh, come on. My perfume isn’t that bad.”

      “She discovered perfume and uses like half a bottle at a time.”

      “Oh, to be thirteen again.” I agreed
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      I was still adjusting to four wheels as I drove my Rover toward Wanda’s to pick up Heather and Shanice on Saturday. I still felt scattered after a disorganized Friday at work. I had done my best to play catch-up since I had taken time off this week, but it seemed the more I tried to catch up, the further I fell behind. I’d been so bored before I took my time off, but suddenly things were piling up on my desk. I wondered if Jason was purposely sending me work, so I wouldn’t take so much time off.

      By the end of the day, I wished I’d waited until Monday to go back in. Then, at least, I would have had an excuse to be as far behind as I felt. Besides, Tea would be back on Monday, and all would be right with the world.

      When I got to Wanda’s to pick up the girls, it was approaching eleven a.m., so we needed to figure out lunch, either en route to Monterey or upon arrival.

      Once they got settled in the car, I asked, “What do you guys want to do for lunch? We could eat on the road or wait until we get to Monterey.”

      Shanice spoke up. “Can we eat somewhere on Fisherman’s Wharf? I mean, I know it’s not the real one in San Francisco, but it’s supposed to be pretty cool.”

      I laughed. “I’ve been to both, and I’d take Monterey’s any day of the week. I feel like there’s more variety, plus it’s not as crazy crowded all the time as San Francisco’s.”

      Heather asked, “Do you like seafood, Shanice?”

      She thought for a minute. “Well, I like fish. What kind of seafood are we talking about?”

      She started counting on her fingers. “Well, crab, lobster, clams, octopus, mussels, squid, stuff like that.”

      She had a quizzical look. “Um, I have no idea. Never had any of that.”

      I started the car. “Well, this should be an adventure.”
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      We ended up at the Abalonetti Bar and Grill, with something for everyone on the menu, including an impressive drink menu. Unfortunately, since I’d driven, alcohol wasn’t an option.

      I settled for the Fried Captains Platter, which wasn’t probably the greatest idea for my cholesterol, but it tasted great. Shanice had the Cioppino, which contained shrimp, crab, fish, clams, mussels, calamari in marinara, garlic, and white wine in a tomato base. I guessed she decided to try all the seafood at once. Heather opted for the sesame-crusted ahi tuna, which looked amazing. When I’d suggested lunch, I hadn’t been thinking a hundred bucks, but we had fun being tourists.

      When we pulled up to Margo’s house, it surprised me to see an unmarked police car parked in front. We found our favorite sergeant, Andy Stockton, with another officer when we went in. I could see by the look on his face that we had caught them off-guard. “Miranda, what a pleasant surprise.”

      I wasn’t pleased. “Um, do the words search warrant mean anything in this town?”

      He tried to minimize it. “We’re trying to wrap up a few loose ends.”

      I held my ground. “Well, here’s how I see it. You have one suspect for these murders and no relevant evidence other than DNA evidence here, only because she lives here. Now, you’ve been ordered to come up with something to help get a conviction. Am I getting warm?”

      He had a half-smile because he wasn’t a good liar. “I can’t divulge the purpose of our visit. It involves national security.”

      I laughed in his face. “Oh my God, what police academy did they teach you that line in?”

      He didn’t answer for a few seconds, then nodded. “Okay, we’re looking for evidence. We certainly can do that if you need us to get a warrant. It’ll take time and waste taxpayer money.”

      A curious sentiment, I thought. “Hmm. How does actually doing your job waste taxpayer money? That sounds like another standard line. I’m disappointed you haven’t come up with more creative lies to use on me, Sergeant. I’m actually fine with you collecting evidence because I believe the more evidence you collect, the less likely you are to convict Margo. After all, she is innocent. So, maybe you’ll dig up something that will help you convict the real killer. However, we’ll stay while you collect it.”

      He nodded. “Fine.” He instructed the other cop to continue.

      We headed upstairs to get clothes. Margo had bought so many for Heather that it would have been virtually impossible for her ever to wear them all, and she’d gotten so many diverse styles it would have been unlikely for her to have liked all of them.

      Heather must have had the same thought I had since she and Shanice were virtually the same size. She pointed to the clothes racks lined up on the wall. “The only clothes I wear are the ones in the closet, Shanice, so if there’s anything you want on these racks, just take them.”

      Shanice looked from me to Heather and back. “Wait, you’re kidding, right?”

      I smiled. “Nope, Margo went a little crazy back when Heather first moved up here, so take whatever you want.”

      Shanice started picking out outfits and laying them on the bed. It appeared that Margo’s choices suited Shanice far closer than Heather, probably because many of the clothes were a touch too young for Heather. Shanice looked at the stack on the bed. “Are you sure this is okay? She could probably return them to the store or sell them.”

      I reassured her. “Oh, honey, you don’t know Margo that well. She could never be bothered to do anything that mundane.”

      She kept finding outfits she liked until the bed disappeared under the heap. I surveyed her finds. “I think you’re going to end up with more clothes than Heather. Good thing the closet in that bedroom is huge. Tea and I shared it with no problem.”

      Shanice hugged me. “Thanks for doing this, Miranda. I’m so happy you invited me today. I had you pegged as another adult like Mom, but you are really cool.”

      I mock-scolded her. “Hey, Wanda is pretty cool too.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, I suppose she is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I decided to swing by Sabine and Mark’s rental house on the way back to Wanda’s, even though it wasn’t directly on the way. I had several agenda items I hoped to address, not the least of which would be introducing Heather to Sabine. Sabine had heard nothing but bad things about Heather for the last four years, and I wanted to get out in front of that. In her sisterly way, Sabine tended to be overly protective of me.

      My phone rang within a couple of miles of Gilroy: my mom. I said, “Mom, it’s so great to hear from you. I’ve been wondering what’s up with you.”

      She sounded breathless. “Well, hold on to your hat. They accepted our offer on that house around the corner from you.”

      I yelled, “No way! I thought that deal died when we hadn’t heard anything.”

      “So did we. We put in an offer weeks ago and never heard anything. I figured they were waiting for a better offer, and we pretty much put it out of our minds. We’ve been checking online, but there’s been nothing near as nice as that house for the price.”

      I had a thousand thoughts running through my head. “So, when do you think the closing will be? What’s up with your house? Is it listed yet?”

      She laughed. “That’s so last month, Miranda. Our house sold for thirty thousand more than we listed it for, the day we put it on the market. There is a huge housing boom down here, partially because of Katrina and partially because of people relocating here. We had to delay the closing here until we had a suitable place to go. We thought we might have to rent like Sabine and Mark are doing in the interim.”

      “We’re heading over to their house right now.”

      I heard a doorbell in the background. “Can I call you back, Miranda? We’ve got some inspector or another here.”

      “Sure, Mom. Call me any time. I love you.”

      Her voice cracked. “I love you too, sweetheart. Don’t ever forget it.” She hung up.

      Heather asked, “Good news?”

      I smiled. “Yes, my mom and Tom bought a house around the corner from us. Everything is coming together.”

      She smiled too. “I can’t wait to meet them.”

      Shanice spoke up from the back seat. “Do I get to meet them too?”

      I assured her. “Oh, you will.”

      Within minutes, we were at Sabine and Mark’s. It sat on the north side of Gilroy, so it wasn’t far from us, probably ten minutes or so, a nice ranch house, three bedrooms on a half-acre. We poured out of the car, barely fitting in with all the clothes we had removed from Margo’s house. She would have been pleased that so many of them were being used.

      Sabine opened the front door before we got there, and while she smiled, it seemed like a forced smile to me. I worried a little about her meeting Heather, who had put me through hell for a long time. Sabine had witnessed the pain I had been in and wasn’t one to forgive or forget easily. As she invited us inside, I saw Mark in the kitchen. I could tell he had held back for some reason.

      Sabine spoke directly to Heather, pretty much ignoring me and Shanice. “I’d like to speak with you privately. Could you come out back with me, please?” I wasn’t quite sure what to do. She hadn’t introduced herself to Shanice and left us standing there.

      I brought her over to Mark. “Mark, I don’t think you’ve met Shanice.”

      Mark shook her hand. “Very nice to meet you, Shanice. Are you new to the area?”

      She nodded shyly. I noticed that she wasn’t nearly as outgoing with men. “Yes, sort of. We had lunch at Fisherman’s Wharf in Monterey.”

      He smiled. “Great food there.”

      I asked him, “What’s up with Sabine?”

      He responded quietly. “She wants to ensure we’re all on the same page.”

      Shanice, whose hackles seemed to have been raised, spoke up. “That’s not fair. Heather is so nice. I’m the bad guy here. If anyone should be getting lectured out back, it should be me.”

      I looked at her in shock, wondering what that even meant. “You’re fine, Shanice. Heather did things over the years, and I guess Sabine wants to make sure she’s changed.” I guessed, but that would be the case if I knew Sabine.

      Shanice argued. “That’s still not fair. She’s never even met Heather before. Right? She has no right to judge her.” I could see this taking an ugly turn, with Shanice being an emotional thirteen-year-old with no filter. Ironically, my parents divorced when I was that age, and Sabine came into my life.

      I looked around for something, anything to do. We had eaten not long ago, so food wasn’t an option. Mark wasn’t that entertaining to a thirteen-year-old-girl, so I felt like I was running out of options.

      Mark tried a shot in the dark. “Shanice, do you by any chance play poker?”

      She had a sly smile on her face. “For money?”

      He nodded. “Well, you know, we have limits, but yes.”

      He led us into the dining room where the three of us sat at the table. He pulled a deck of cards from a cabinet drawer and handed it to Shanice.

      She immediately started shuffling, suddenly transformed into a new person. “Name your poison, Hot Shot?”

      He looked shocked at the transformation. “Um, five-card draw, deuces wild, fifty-cent limit per bet.”

      She scoffed. “Fifty cents? What kind of wuss are you? It has to be at least a dollar. No one carries change anymore.”

      I sat down next to Shanice. “Just a minute, young lady, where did you get any money?”

      “It’s my allowance. Wanda, I mean Mom, gave me twenty dollars before we left the house.”

      Not a big fan of gambling, nor of playing cards, I could only recall the one time I played poker and that was as a kid. “I’ll play but as long as we all keep our clothes on. That’s the only poker I’ve ever played.”

      Shanice laughed. “Miranda!” Then she changed her mind. “I would say I’m shocked, but having spent the day with you, I’m not shocked at all.”

      By the time Heather and Sabine returned, we were in the middle of a rousing game of five-card draw, and Shanice had nearly wiped us out. The betting limit had long been suspended. I was about to run out to the car to see if I had any money hidden in the ashtray. The Rover originated in the days when people still smoked, and they were great for storing all sorts of handy things, including money.

      I stood up to assess the situation. Heather looked beaten down, and Sabine looked stern. I figured we couldn’t do anything now but move forward. I asked, “Do you guys want to play poker? We need more people with money. Shanice is wiping us out. I’m heading to the car to see if I hid a twenty somewhere.”

      Sabine encouraged Heather, which seemed like a good sign. “Let’s do it.” They sat down next to one another, and Heather smiled for the first time since she entered the room. I knew that wasn’t an easy conversation, but after all, she had committed to a twelve-step program, so things weren’t always supposed to be easy.
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      Three hours later, everyone seemed to be fading except Shanice. I’d had to borrow money from Mark twice to be able to stay in the game. Heather nearly kept up with her, but Shanice’s stack dwarfed hers by two times at least.

      I looked at my watch, and it was approaching nine. Finally, I said, “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but we probably have to get back to Wanda’s before she thinks we fell off the face of the earth.”

      Shanice kept dealing. “No problem. I texted her a few minutes ago to let her know we’d be late.”

      I knew I would be unpopular, but I couldn’t help it. “Okay, guys, this is the final hand. Make the most of it.”

      I knew Heather hoped to catch Shanice, but that wasn’t likely unless she got an amazing hand or bluffed her to bet big and then fold. As usual, none of my cards looked like they had even been introduced. I bet one of my last dollars to stay in.

      Mark looked pretty coy across the table. He’d only had a couple of good hands, but he had the same look on his face now. I’d bet he had at least a straight or maybe three of a kind. You couldn’t read Shanice at all. She had the best poker face. He matched my bet, then raised a dollar, and Sabine folded.

      Heather raised another dollar, and I folded. I had nothing. So, as usual, Heather and Shanice were still in. Mark hadn’t folded yet, so he must have had an unusually good hand. I thought it might be an interesting final hand to watch.

      Shanice raised the bet by ten dollars. Heather met her ten and raised them by ten. Mark met their twenty and raised them by twenty. I was happy to be on the sidelines.

      Shanice met his twenty and raised by twenty; Heather met her twenty and called. Mark met her twenty. When they showed their hands, Shanice won again with three aces as if it had been inevitable. Heather had two pairs, jacks high, and Mark had three fours.

      It’s not polite to count your money at the table, but I estimated Shanice’s winnings to be about three hundred dollars. Note to self: stick with Monopoly or Scrabble when playing with Shanice.

      Shanice, Heather, and I talked poker all the way back to Santa Clara. When we finally got to Wanda’s at ten, we were exhausted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Wanda beamed as she greeted us at the front door, amazed at how Shanice was talking non-stop. “Well, it looks like you all had a good time.”

      She pulled the money out of her jeans pocket. “Oh no, it wasn’t good. I’d call it great. We played poker at Sabine and Mark’s. They were terrible poker players.”

      Wanda shook her head and shrugged. “Who knew I had a card shark in the family?” Wanda then spotted the piles of clothes stacked in the hallway behind us. “Oh my God, Heather, is that your wardrobe?”

      “Not hardly.” Heather pointed out, “Most of these are Shanice’s. She and Margo had far more similar taste than she and I did.”

      Wanda looked at me. “Really? This is amazing.” She turned to me, “Was that part of your master plan?”

      I feigned innocence. “What, me? Never. It worked out that way. Those clothes were sitting there, and Heather couldn’t have used that many, even if she loved them all. Margo went way over the top. So, this worked out perfectly. I swear we only took about a third of what she bought, so if your department is ever having a rummage sale or you want to give them to Goodwill, feel free. They are all brand new with tags.”

      She considered the heaps of clothes for a moment then relaxed. “Thanks, Miranda. The fact is this really helps me out.” She hugged me. Heather and Shanice were already in the bedroom, seeing how much they could jam into the closet, talking and laughing as if they’d been friends forever. Wanda pointed to the bedroom. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen two girls become instant friends like these two, and they’re like fifteen years apart. It doesn’t even make sense to me.”

      “I’ve been wondering about that too. I think part of it is that Shanice is old for her age, and Heather is young for hers, so somehow, they meet in the middle. Besides, they’ve got similar trauma in their backgrounds. I don’t know if they’ve even spoken of it, but they seem to feel it intuitively. It’s a beautiful thing, no matter why it is.”

      She nodded in agreement. Wanda seemed more relaxed than she had in weeks, which did my heart good.

      Maybe it wasn’t the right time to bring it up, but I had a thought about Margo’s case and the murders. “Do you remember that cop in Long Beach who had been indebted for his life to Malcolm, Margo’s husband?”

      She knew his name immediately. They’d been good friends when he came to Santa Clara on assignment. “Willie Ames?”

      “Yes. I’m thinking of talking to him about Malcolm. There’s something Margo said about a jealous streak he had. It’s a long shot, but I wonder if, even in death, he could be tied into this case somehow.”

      She put her finger on her chin. “You never know, Miranda. I’m honestly stumped on this one, and I feel horrible for Margo. I admit it’s taken me a while to warm up to her, but I love her nearly as much as you do. I know I may not express it, but I do.”

      It pleased me to hear that. “Wow, are you in therapy? That’s an impressive expression of emotions for you.”

      “Yes, I am.” I could swear she was blushing, but it was hard to tell with her dark complexion. “I don’t think I told you I’m seeing Rachel too.”

      That absolutely shocked me. “That’s amazing. I’m so happy for you. She is the best therapist I’ve ever known.” I lifted her face to me with my finger. “And there’s no reason to be embarrassed. This is California. More people see therapists per capita than anywhere else in the world.”

      “Is that true, or is that something you say because you’re not from here?”

      I laughed. “No, I swear I read it in Psychology Today at some point, but who cares? Really. It’s all about feeling better about yourself.” I switched back to the original topic. “So, I’m going to try to get down to Long Beach sometime next week to talk to Willie. I can’t help but think that an in-person meeting would be more effective than a phone call.”

      She nodded her head. “I’d have to agree with you there. I’d love to go along, but I haven’t made arrangements for Shanice yet.” Then she realized she had a built-in chaperone. “Oh my God, I completely forgot that Heather’s going to be here full-time. I do still kind of think of her as a kid. But I can trust her with Shanice, right?”

      I nodded. “The new, improved Heather is nearly back to how she had been when we were best friends. I’m really proud of how far she has come in such a short time.” I thought back to our car trip earlier today. “Heather talked about taking Shanice on a museum tour of San Francisco: The California Academy of Sciences, the de Young Museum, Alcatraz, and the Museum of 3D Illusions. I absolutely love that one, even though it’s supposed to be a children’s museum.”

      Wanda beamed. “Well, it sounds like she’d be in good hands and would make for a very full day. Willie Ames, here we come. It’ll be nice to see the old codger. I could swear he had the hots for me back in the day, but I never saw him that way, and maybe I imagined it.”

      I was glad to have her company for the day. “Maybe we should ask him while we’re down there.”

      She hit my arm. “Don’t you dare, Miranda. By the way, did you all have supper? I’ve got leftover soup.”

      I rummaged through my bag. “I think I still have his business card in here somewhere. Maybe he’s on this weekend, and we could go down tomorrow. Then I wouldn’t have to take a day off. What’s your schedule look like?”

      She bit her lip. “I could make it work. I’ve got a new partner, Jon. He’s very flexible.”

      “And, no, we didn’t eat. Soup would be great.” I paused a moment before adding, “You’re not making the same mistake you did with your last partner, right?”

      She cringed but smiled as she answered, “No, never again. No more partners with benefits, no matter how cute. Very bad idea.”

      “Like I said before, a lawsuit waiting to happen these days. Men aren’t men anymore.”

      I found his card and held it out to her. “Do you want to call him? You’ve got the relationship.”

      She took the card and dialed the number. I wondered if she would use their secret code names they had developed in a stake-out years ago or if she’d be more formal. The answer came quickly. “Buster, it’s Pinky.”

      I smiled broadly. I still thought there seemed more to this relationship than she let on. She put her phone on speaker, which I really appreciated.

      He sounded as I remembered him when I met him two years ago. “Pinky, how nice to hear your voice. Is everything okay?”

      She held a thumbs-up to me. “Yes, well, not perfect, but I’ll explain. And before you say anything incriminating, my friend Miranda is here with me, and you’re on speaker.”

      I figured I wouldn’t get any juicy gossip now but acknowledged my presence. “Hi, Detective Ames. Nice to meet you again.”

      He responded, “Call me Willie, Miranda.”

      Wanda continued, “Are you going to be around tomorrow? We have a complicated case involving Margo, and we thought you might be able to add insight.”

      I could almost hear him wince over the phone. “Is Margo in trouble again? I hadn’t heard that.”

      I reached out and turned the phone toward me. “You must not have been watching the news. Or, I guess there are so many murders in LA-LA land that Monterey news doesn’t filter down there.”

      “Well, this one didn’t anyway. I’ll look it up and get myself filled in before you come down. Can you get here around lunchtime? Maybe we could mix business with pleasure and grab a bite.”

      I nodded to Wanda. She agreed. “We can make that work. See you tomorrow.”

      He signed off. “See you girls tomorrow. Thanks for making my day.” He hung up.

      Wanda sighed. “He is such a nice guy. Too bad I can’t find one like him a little closer to my age.”

      I looked her in the eye. “So, under different circumstances, you’d consider dating him?”

      She nodded. “Sure, I mean, he’s quite a bit older, but what is age anyway?”

      “Okay, I’ll back off. I thought he seemed like a sweet man when I met him too.”

      “Hey, you never know.” She had a dreamy look in her eye that I ignored.

      I thought of a loaded question. “If we’re going to Long Beach tomorrow morning and expect to get there by lunch, we’ll have to be on the road by six. Do you want to come down and stay with me tonight, so we can get a jump on it and be an hour closer? Of course, that would mean trusting Heather and Shanice overnight. Is that too much of a leap for you this early in the relationship?”

      She considered my question. “I’ve already had to think about this one, Miranda. As you know, my job has me in various situations, which include overnight stakeouts. When I agreed to Heather staying here with Shanice, I had to think about that. I’m going to trust them, but we will all have a very serious conversation about consequences first, so there is no misunderstanding about what happens if things don’t go as I expect them to.”

      I smiled, thinking of how far we all had come in such a short time.
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      Margo took the guest room, and I bunked in with Jason. He appreciated having company bring us together because we hadn't had much time together between staying with Heather and other life interruptions at Margo's. He never once mentioned my snoring.

      I could barely open my eyes when the alarm went off at five forty-five, and I stumbled out into the kitchen to make coffee. Wanda was, evidently, sitting in the dark in the living room doing something on her phone. She startled me when she said, “Good morning.” I hadn’t seen her there.

      I kept my voice low to avoid waking Jason. “Oh my God. I thought you were still in bed.”

      She answered softly. “No, I don’t sleep in much anymore. Five-thirty is about it. I’m catching up on emails and ensuring the girls didn’t make the police blotter overnight.”

      “So, how’d that go?”

      She smiled. “So far, so good. If they got in trouble, either they haven’t gotten caught yet, or it’s outside my jurisdiction.”

      I shook my head. “Oh, ye of little faith.” I made coffee. “Okay, I’m heading to the shower. You can use the main shower if you haven’t yet. You are so stealth; I’d have no way of knowing.”

      She shook her head. “No, I didn’t shower yet. Can we shower at the same time without a hot water crisis?”

      I nodded. “Pretty much. We have a continuous hot water system. It hasn’t failed us yet.”
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        * * *

      

      The two of us entered the Long Beach Police Department just before noon. I remembered the waiting room, appointed with marble and tile, from the last time I had been there. The two receptionists, still behind bullet-proof glass, handled us efficiently, and within less than a minute, Willie Ames came through a metal door from the rear of the building. He motioned both of us to follow him.

      He hugged Wanda and shook my hand as he directed us toward his unmarked car parked in front of the building. We drove less than a minute to Jongewaard's Bake n Broil. We could have easily walked, but he took control, so who were we to argue?

      The food proved to be all-American and featured anything you would expect, including salads, burgers, and sandwiches. I had the albacore and avocado salad I’d been craving after eating fried fish and seafood yesterday. The cops had burgers which I thought was pretty typical since they didn’t serve donuts.

      Finally, Willie opened the topic at hand. “So, I read about the Clue Game murders. I found it pretty intriguing. Reading between the lines, it sounded like they had settled on Margo as a suspect, for lack of a better one. At least, I didn’t read anything that made me believe they had an ironclad case.”

      I swallowed the last of my salad before answering. “That pretty much sums it up. Wanda, do you have anything else?”

      She thought for a second. “There’s something Margo said that got us thinking, and since you knew Malcolm as well as anyone, we thought you might be able to help us.”

      “I knew him in a way no one else did, I guess you could say,” he said. “I knew his enemies, so if that helps this case, then you’re right on.”

      I said, “Not exactly. According to Margo, Malcolm had a bit of a jealous streak. Can you at least confirm that?”

      He shook his head. “Oh no, it’s far more than that. I’d define him as the most possessive a man as I have ever met. If a man even laid their eyes on her, he would literally go crazy. I’m not completely sure, but I believe that contributed to what was leading to their divorce when Charles White killed him.”

      Wanda encouraged him. “This is great, Willie. Thanks so much for meeting us on such short notice.”

      She looked into Wanda’s eyes, speaking quietly, but clearly. “I hope this doesn’t embarrass you in front of your friend, Wanda, but there is very little I wouldn’t do for you. I have thought of calling you many times since my wife died, but our age difference has always held me back.”

      Wanda sat there, momentarily speechless. I knew that she cared for this man, but she told me the age difference might be a non-starter for her. I couldn’t blame her. She finally said, “I know that Miranda might be interested in a discussion of our personal lives, but let’s save that for another time.”

      “Okay. Fair enough.” He collected himself and went back to the case. “It does make me wonder if someone like Malcolm Wilson would be crazy enough to put something in his Will to protect his prize possession, Margo. And yes, he definitely saw her as a possession.”

      I thought about that. “But he couldn’t legally put something in his Will that wasn’t enforceable by law, right?”

      He pondered that. “I’m not sure what you had in mind.”

      I’d been putting this together for a while. “Okay, this might sound wild, but stay with me. It’s not well known, but Margo slept with each of these personal assistants who were killed. What if Malcolm had hired, say, a hitman? We know Malcolm had friends in that business. So, let’s say he hired someone to kill anyone that had been determined to have slept with Margo. He might have written that into a Will or even put it into place while they were married and set up some sort of retainer that outlived him. Who knows? The person he contracted with may not even know he’s dead.”

      Willie considered this information. “Well, you either have a wild imagination, or Malcolm did.”

      Wanda asked, “Would the Malcolm that you knew have done something like this, even if it put Margo at risk of being blamed for multiple murders?”

      Willie looked at her thoughtfully. “If he put it in place before he died, then he probably wouldn’t have been worried about Margo being blamed, because he could always have stepped forward and taken the blame if things went too far.”

      I thought about something Willie had mentioned the last time we were together. “Remember the list of people Malcolm gave you who he felt were threats to his life? If he had set up an arrangement like this, do you think he would have included that person or persons on the list?”

      I thought he might jump out of his chair. “Of course! They’d almost have to be on the list, wouldn’t they? After all, if he had set up an arrangement to kill men sleeping with Margo, there could have always been the chance that the whole situation would go south, and they would threaten to implicate him or vice versa. Either way, they were certainly a threat to his life, so I’ll bet they were on the list. This is brilliant. I would bet any amount of money, the killer or killers of Margo’s personal assistants, are on Malcolm’s list.”

      This seemed like the most exciting news we’d had on Margo’s case yet. I asked, “Can we go back to your office and review the list? You, better than anyone, would know who on the list is a paid killer.”

      He agreed. “Well, I’d have some idea. I could at least use a process of elimination to weed out those that aren’t and who I suspect might be. Then we could use Wanda’s and my databases to look up the records of those we have questions about.”

      Wanda admitted, “I have the list somewhere too, but if you have it handy, that would be really helpful. I did look up all the names I didn’t recognize two years ago, but we were looking for totally different information back then, so I could have missed something.”

      I thought back to Patricia’s case from two years ago. “Well, we know that we don’t have to worry about Tony Sansone, John Blake, or David Miller. They are all dead. I think there were twelve or so others on the list.”

      Willie nodded. “Yes, there are fifteen on the list. There are several politicians that we can easily eliminate. So, it shouldn’t be too difficult.”

      We were all very optimistic as we headed back to Willie’s office. I noticed a certain intimacy between Wanda and Willie that felt palpable. I knew from Wanda that they had worked very closely together for several months when he had been on assignment in Santa Clara. Nothing had transpired between them then, but he was married and had since become widowed. She had no interest, from what she told me, but from what I’d seen, a completely different story might be transpiring right before my eyes.

      Wanda had smartly brought her laptop with her, which she grabbed out of the car on the way back to his office.

      Willie had a story for every name on the list. He reminded us that the list had been his repayment from Malcolm for saving his life back when Willie had been a street cop. Malcolm could be defined as a high roller who dabbled in politics and apparently had significant connections in the underworld. He had made it known to his enemies over the years that if he were murdered, those on this list would be the first suspects the police would pursue.

      Ironically, Charles White, Patricia’s father, and the man who either killed Malcolm or arranged for him to be killed, headed up the list. While some of the details remained unclear at this point, Charles had been convicted of enough other murders to stay in jail for a long time while the facts of Malcolm’s case were being sorted out. Willie suggested, “I think we can take Charles off the list. Objections?”

      We both agreed.

      Most of the names were local or national politicians who were also eliminated quickly.

      Willie stared at his desktop screen. “Okay, we’re down to three. That’s about how many I thought it would be. These three were added during the last year before Malcolm died, and I don’t have much background on any of them. He read them off: Eugene Fish, Carlton Breakton, and Frederick Olney.” He glanced over at the two of us. “Are either of you familiar with any of these?”

      We both shook our heads.

      He said, “Okay, I’ll take the first one. Wanda, you take the second. Miranda, use your phone to see if you can find anything on the third.”

      I protested. “No fair. You two are cops, and I have no access to anything except the internet and social media. You guys have law enforcement databases reaching across the country and worldwide.”

      They both gave me an, and your point is? You’re the one who quit the force, look.

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I’ll do my best.”
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      We worked quietly for about a half-hour before anyone said anything.

      Finally, Wanda spoke up. “Well, it looks like Carlton Breakton is a small-time hitman, among other things, like drug dealer and pimp. He seems to do most of this work in the D.C. area, and most of it seems to be politically motivated, which explains the locale. So, unless he’s completely changed his M.O., I don’t think he’s our guy.”

      Willie nodded. “Okay, let’s not eliminate him, but put him on the back burner. We’ll see if there’s any reason to re-activate him if no one else rises to the top.”

      Willie had a question. “When did these homicides take place?”

      I looked at the calendar. “Between August eighteenth and August twenty-sixth.”

      He hit the side of his desk with his hand in frustration. “Okay, this guy’s eliminated. He’s been in jail since August eighth.”

      Wanda asked, “Anything on Frederick Olney yet, Miranda?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m only using my phone and Facebook. Now that the other two have been eliminated, we can all work on him. How’s that sound?”

      They were already on it and responded with a nod and a wave.

      About twenty minutes later, I saw it. I stood up and started pacing. “There he is in Hollister, California, at Hollister Powersports, getting a motorcycle serviced, on Facebook. That puts him within forty-five minutes of Monterey on August sixteenth, two days before the first murder.”

      Wanda seemed mired in something interesting of her own. “His roots are all in California, with his last known residence in Salinas, which also happens to be the homicide capital of Monterey County. Coincidence? Who knows?”

      Willie confirmed our findings. “He had a conviction for first-degree homicide in Watsonville straight out of high school and served ten years under a rehabilitation program that clearly didn’t work.”

      I was nearly out of breath from excitement. I said, “It seems to me, Margo is as good as free. We need to bring this information to Sergeant Stockton at the Monterey Police. He’s in charge of the case.” I looked at Willie. “Willie, I know this is not your case, completely out of your jurisdiction, and there are all sorts of reasons for you to say ‘no.’ But will you speak to Sergeant Stockton with us? Having two cops would make us an unbeatable trio.”

      He rubbed his hands together like a safecracker about to work. “It’s your lucky day. I’ve been toying with retiring. I’m actually long past retirement age, which is sixty here, but I’ve been holding on because I have nothing else to do. This would give me a reason to get out of here once and for all.”

      I stood up, ready to roll. “Okay, Wanda, we’ve got a five-hour drive back to my house and nearly six to yours. We need to make sure the girls didn’t burn down the apartment building.”

      Her face took on a look of panic. “Don’t even say that, Miranda.”

      I laughed at her panic. “I’ve been texting Heather all day long. They took our advice and joined the museum tour of San Francisco, so their day is going great.”

      She smiled finally. “That’s good to hear. I didn’t want to be the meddling mom, so I’ve avoided contacting her.” She hugged me. “Thanks for doing that.”

      Willie stood in line for a hug. “Okay, so when do you think we’ll get together with the Monterey Police? When is the court date scheduled?”

      I checked my calendar. “It’s like five weeks now, which is insane. We need to get the charges dropped by building the most convincing case possible. They are dead set on convicting Margo and cleaning up the neighborhood. She’s not exactly their type.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, I get that. She’s not the typical socialite.”

      I nodded. “Not on your life.”
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        * * *

      

      The six-hour trip back to Wanda’s felt like an hour. We had so much to be excited about. Until now, it felt like we were at the mercy of the police and the prosecution, but now it seemed like we held the cards. Unfortunately, that wasn’t necessarily the case. There could always be the possibility that the police would take our evidence, pat us on the heads and tell us to go away. Of course, the other option would be for Mark to use it in court. But for that to be effective, we would need DNA evidence supporting our claim that Frederick Olney had committed the murders, or had ever been in Margo’s house, because I doubted he’d voluntarily show up in court as a witness.

      But first things first. We would present what we had to the police and hope they would see the light.

      We arrived at Wanda’s at around nine o’clock. Heather and Shanice were collapsed on the couch, vegging in front of the TV. I was happy they had beaten us home or Wanda would have gone into immediate panic mode. I hoped it went well. I asked, “How’d the museum tour go?”

      Heather yawned. “I never knew how tiring touring four museums in one day could be. We didn’t even scratch the surface but had to rush through each of them so that we could get to the next one. It became too much.”

      Shanice agreed. “Next time, we go to two at the most. Maybe even one a day, so we can get the most out of it. We had fun, though. Heather is a great tour guide.” She stood up and threw her arms around Wanda.

      Wanda hugged her. “What’s this for?”

      She continued hugging her. “I wanted to thank you, Mom, for letting us stay alone last night, no questions asked. I appreciate the trust that you put in me.”

      Wanda looked close to tears. “You make me prouder every day. And thank you for being someone I can trust.”

      Heather and Shanice both said “Goodnight” and headed into the room to sleep, gossip, or giggle until they could fall asleep.

      I thought about the case again, hoping for a quick resolution. “When do you think we should meet with Sergeant Stockton?”

      She yawned. “I guess we need to contact him and see what his schedule looks like and then coordinate it with our work schedules. It sounds like Willie could come up just about any time.”

      I pulled my phone out. “No time like the present.” I entered his number.

      He answered on the second ring. It surprised me that he had my number in the contacts on his phone. “Miranda, what a pleasant surprise. What can I do for you?”

      I wasn’t sure how to address this exactly. “I, or I mean we, me and a couple of cop friends of mine, have another suspect in mind, and we’d like to discuss it with you.”

      He didn’t sound too excited, but I suppose when I’d been a cop, I wouldn’t have been excited under the same circumstances. He seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “Well, do you think late afternoon or early evening on Wednesday would work?”

      I had it on speaker, and Wanda gave me the thumbs up.

      I offered a time. “How about five-thirty on Wednesday?”

      He agreed. “Sounds good. We’ll see you then.”

      I shrugged. “So now we wait.” I still had curiosity about something else now that time had passed. “Okay, I’m going to ask you something, and I don’t want you to think. I want you to answer.”

      Wanda said, “Sure.”

      I wasn’t sure the best way to spring the question on her. “Okay, here comes. If Willie asked you out, would you go?”

      She answered without even thinking about it. “Yes.”

      “You little liar. Wasn’t he too old, or you were too young or something? Why this change of heart?”

      She laughed, a youthful laugh, more like her teenaged daughter. “Yes, that’s exactly what it is, a change of heart. While I spent time with him today, asking myself if I could see myself with him, or at least dating him, I couldn’t say ‘no.’ He’s a smart, charming, good-looking man with whom I have history and a hell of a lot in common. And let’s be real, Miranda. It’s not like he’s eighty or ninety. They say that sixty is today’s fifty. So, I’m forty. If I do the math, it’s only ten years.

      I started to argue the insanity of that logic, but why bother? They were two lonely people who seemed to get along. Why should I argue?
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      I felt unusually excited to get back to work on Monday. I would finally see Tea on her first day back from her honeymoon. It made me realize how much happened in my life in a little over two weeks. I should have taken notes.

      When I got to my office at 7:45, it shocked me to find Tea at her desk, working diligently. I nearly ran across the hall to catch up. She jumped up from her desk. “Miranda, surprise! I’m here early. This is the new, mature, married me. Plus, my car broke down, and Beau had to drop me off.”

      Delighted to see her, I held her close for a moment when she reached out to hug me. “I missed you so much. It’s not the same without you. I found as many reasons not to work as possible. The days I did work dragged.” I stepped back and looked her up and down. “Something is different with you. Did you get your haircut? Did you start yoga? It’s something. Fess up?”

      She giggled like a schoolgirl. “It’s not supposed to happen this quickly, but I think I might be pregnant.”

      I hugged her again. “No way! Did you go to the doctor yet?”

      “I’m going this afternoon. They said to wait two weeks, but I came up with an excuse for why I needed to come today. At least they can do a real pregnancy test, right?”

      “I don’t know about those home things either.” I grinned. “So, I guess that means you had a good honeymoon.”

      She practically danced over to a chair before sitting down. “Oh, Miranda, I had the most amazing two weeks of my life. The weather was picture-perfect. And Beau was even more than perfect, in every way, if you know what I mean. He’s a minister’s son, so I wasn’t sure he’d be allowed to be that good, but oh yeah.” She blushed two shades of red and then changed the subject. “So, what’s new in your life.”

      I tried to remember everything. “Okay, bear with me because it’s been a busy couple of weeks. The day after your wedding, another murder occurred at Margo’s, and she was arrested. Then they dropped the charges against Heather. In the meantime, they had Margo’s arraignment and denied bail, so she’s going to be in jail for the next five weeks until the preliminary hearing. It looks like they’re trying to railroad her through, so Wanda and I have been investigating, and it looks like we have a good suspect, and we’re presenting our case to the police on Wednesday after work.” I paused to take a breath.

      She looked amazed. “Wow, that’s a lot.”

      “That’s nothing. Wait till you hear the rest.” I took my seat behind my desk. “So now that Margo’s in jail, Heather went to stay with Wanda and Shanice, her new foster daughter. Wanda’s initial relationship with Shanice wasn’t going so well, which is why she wasn’t at your wedding and sends her apologies, but once Shanice met Heather, everything went much better. Who would have thought? Heather’s living her twelve-step program, and Wanda’s helping her with it.”

      She slapped the top of my desk. “Wow, I can’t ever go away again. You need somebody to keep you out of trouble.” She then asked thoughtfully, “So, how’s your family? Your brother’s wedding is coming right up. Right?”

      “More news. They postponed it until October twenty-seventh. In the meantime, Sabine and Mark moved into a rental house until their house gets completed sometime next year, and I found out my mom and Tom put in an offer on the house in our neighborhood that got accepted, so they will be moving in before the wedding.” I thought for a second. “Just one more piece of news. Patricia got engaged.”

      “That’s awesome! Right?”

      I shook my head. “Well, I only met this guy, Jamie, once and hated his guts. Oh, and my friend Lyanne is getting separated. And Wanda might be dating a guy twenty years her senior. I think that’s it.”

      She smiled. “You know what I hope, Miranda. I hope that I can work to develop a life as full and exciting as yours.”

      I thought back. “Remember when I moved here? I rarely saw my family. I had none of the friends I have now, and I hadn’t seriously dated anyone in years. I remember telling you that day I would add friends to my life, and they started appearing. Suddenly, I had Margo, Wanda, and Lyanne in a matter of weeks. But, when you think about it, it all started with you. You were my first friend here in Santa Clara, so thank you for being so open to me.”

      She held back a tear. “Thank you, Miranda. If it weren’t for you, I’d still be getting beat up by Mike regularly, thinking I had nowhere to turn. You were relentless in getting me out of that relationship even if I didn’t know I wanted to.”
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      By Tuesday afternoon, I dreaded my visit with Patricia. I couldn’t lie to her about Jamie. I wondered what Toni, Patricia’s mom, thought of him. I also wondered how much Patricia had shared with him the likelihood that she and her mom would be coming into a large fortune if the courts ruled in their favor against her father.

      I inherently distrusted him and felt the need to protect her. It seemed likely that she would see it as not wanting her to be happy, but I had to come to terms with the fact that was the Patricia I knew and loved.

      She had texted me earlier that Jamie wouldn’t be joining us tonight, so I saw this as an opportunity. I wasn’t sure if I should wait to talk to Patricia once I felt Toni out about how she felt or approach Patricia first.

      Patricia and I pulled in front of the apartment house simultaneously. I decided to get a feel for where she and Jamie were at. Maybe things had taken a turn. I could always hope. We hugged as usual. As we walked toward Toni’s apartment, I asked, “So, how’s Jamie?”

      She frowned. “To be honest, this has been a tough week. First, he totally lost it when I told him my mom and I were going without him to Colorado, for court. He told me that we were in this together and that he deserved to be there. Then, get this. He doesn’t like you. Like, who doesn’t like you? I told him he’d better get his priorities straight or hit the road.”

      I nodded, realizing that in this situation, less would be better. “What does your mom think?”

      She kicked the sidewalk. “She’s so noncommittal. She says she wants me to be happy.”

      I couldn’t blame her. It sounded like Patricia might be reaching the right conclusion independently, which would always be the preferred outcome. I said, “If you ever want to talk, let me know.”

      She nodded, apparently not realizing that I had avoided discussing the topic completely. I hoped the guy would self-destruct because if they suddenly righted course, I would have to intervene, and then I knew what would happen. Patricia would feel defensive, hurt, and betrayed. And it would likely push her and Jamie closer together. I felt glad we had avoided that during this encounter.

      The topic of Jamie never came up with her mom all evening, so I surmised that she would let sleeping dogs lie too.
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      A string of back-to-back meetings made Wednesday zip by. I barely remembered that Willie, Wanda, and I would be meeting at the Monterey Police Station after work. Willie and Wanda had chosen to meet earlier in the afternoon in Monterey to catch up. It looked a lot like a date to me, but what could I say? I wanted Wanda to be happy. She deserved it and hadn’t had a solid relationship since I’d known her. In fact, I couldn’t remember her looking as happy and bright as she had in Willie’s presence the other day.

      Within minutes, we all arrived outside the police station, a modern California-style building built to match the mission architecture common to the Monterey area. Sergeant Stockton waited for us in the lobby when we walked in. He greeted us with the broad smile I had come to expect from him and walked toward the three of us. He extended his hand. “Miranda, nice to see you as always. And who do we have here?”

      I directed him toward Wanda first. “This is Detective Wanda Marshall with the Santa Clara Police Department.”

      He shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Wanda.”

      Then I pointed him to Willie. “And Detective Willie Ames with the Long Beach Police Department.”

      He shook his hand also. “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      He led us through a pair of double doors to the right of the lobby. “I reserved a conference room, so we won’t be crammed in my office.” The three of us sat on one side, and he sat on the other. He asked, “Coffee or water, anyone?”

      We all declined. I decided to start. “Detective Stockton, I’m sure you’re busy, so we won’t take up any more of your time than we need to. First, let me explain what we are all doing here. Wanda is a good friend of mine. We met through a case several years ago. But we also worked together on a case a year later involving Margo Prentice and her late husband, Malcolm. Detective Ames worked with us on that case also. He had known Malcolm for many years.”

      Detective Stockton looked interested but confused.

      Willie spoke up. “Maybe I can help with my part. Years ago, when I was a beat cop, I saved Malcolm Wilson’s life. So, in return for the favor, because he lived somewhat dangerously, he would provide me with the name of anyone he believed could be a threat to him. I would keep it on file. It became known that I had this list, which served as a deterrent for years to those considering doing away with Malcolm. And this list is critical to the case you are prosecuting Margo Prentice for now.”

      The detective asked, “How can that be since Malcolm has been dead for years?”

      Willie smiled. “I’m not sure that everyone got the memo. These small-time killers he associated with may or may not have heard of his death. Or I guess even if they did, maybe they carried out his wishes anyway. I guess we’d have to ask them. And this is why we are here. We have a theory that we want you to consider.”

      He nodded. “Okay, we like to think we are open-minded here in Monterey.” He switched on a tape recorder.
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      Willie continued. “Malcolm, a proud man, had also been one of the most possessive and jealous men I’ve ever met. When Charles White killed him, he and Margo were in the middle of a divorce. However, he never believed that it would be finalized. He always thought they would reconcile. So, as a deterrent to any possible suitors, I believe that he set up an arrangement for Margo to be spied on and for anyone she might even be remotely romantically involved with to be eliminated.”

      Sergeant Stockton put on the brakes. “Okay, so what I’m hearing is a pretty far-fetched theory based on subjectivity and not much more, am I correct?”

      He nodded. “I can see how you might feel that way. I don’t have proof yet, but we wanted to bring this to your attention so maybe you could start to investigate in this direction. Based on Malcolm’s list, we have narrowed it down to what we believe is one possible credible suspect.”

      Stockton considered his plea. “You’re forgetting that we have a very credible suspect in custody. All DNA evidence points in Margo’s direction. Plus, she has a history of unsolved murders of ex-husbands in her wake. We believe that this has all finally caught up with her.”

      He asked, “Well, do you have any evidence that would bring her any closer to a conviction in any of those other murders? I’d love to see it if you do.”

      He looked away. “That’s confidential information at the moment.”

      I protested. “How can you withhold evidence from the defense? What about the Brady defense?”

      He admitted, “Okay, we may not have evidence right now, but we’re working on it.”

      Wanda piped in. “So, what I’m getting is that the evidence you have on Margo is purely circumstantial because the crimes happened to take place in her house, and they were her employees. At least we are providing a reasonable motive and a real live suspect. The least you could do is investigate it.”

      He pulled out a pen even though he was recording the session. “Okay, what is the suspect’s name?”

      Willie provided it. “Frederick Olney. We have him at Hollister Powersports within two days of the first murder. It certainly couldn’t hurt to pick him up and talk to him. The most recent address we have on him is in Salinas.” He gave it to the detective.

      Detective Stockton thought for a moment. “So, you’re saying that Margo had a romantic relationship with these three employees? Isn’t that illegal?”

      I said, “Well, at best, it’s not too bright, but I don’t think it’s illegal between consenting adults.” I thought about his statement. “I can’t believe you hadn’t picked that up in questioning. What have you been doing with her in custody all this time?”

      He ignored me and continued, “And you’re saying that before Malcolm died, he arranged with this Frederick Olney to kill anyone having a romantic relationship with Margo, even though he did it to prevent their divorce? But ironically, he died in the meantime, and Frederick never knew it?”

      The three of us nodded.

      He sat back in his chair. “Well, I really appreciate you all coming down here, and I promise we’ll carefully consider everything you’ve told us.”

      I read between the lines. “That means you’re not going to investigate this guy, doesn’t it?”

      He smiled. “Not necessarily, but based on what I’ve heard, that would be my recommendation.”

      I smiled sarcastically. “So, it wouldn’t be stepping on your toes if we went ahead with our investigation then.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t comment about what other police departments might independently investigate based on other open cases. However, Miranda, I would suggest that you, as a private citizen, do not harass this individual based on this case, or you could face charges of your own.”

      I nodded my acknowledgment. “Great. Thanks.” I turned to the other two as I pushed my chair back. “Let’s get out of here.”

      The detective got in one last shot before we left. “Quite honestly, if I were looking for an alternative suspect to Margo Prentice, I’d look at Heather McIntosh. The way I see things, a lot changed around town when she came into the picture.”

      I had had it with this. “Any more words of wisdom before we depart, Detective?”

      He shook his head.

      We headed toward the door. I said behind us, “We’ll let ourselves out.”
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      When we got outside, we headed to a coffee shop next door. It surprised me how poorly it had gone, but I wanted to get their take.

      We ordered and then sat at a small table by the window. I tried to take a sip of my coffee, but it was still too hot. “So, what did you guys think?”

      Wanda answered first. “Well, you know I’m a born pessimist, so I didn’t think it went any worse than it might have gone.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Willie?”

      He seemed a bit more thoughtful. “I had hoped, cop to cop, we could reach a middle ground. It did surprise me he had as closed-minded an attitude as he did. It felt like the trial had been completed, and all of this is a formality.”

      I agreed. “I know. Right? Doesn’t that seem weird to you?”

      Willie somehow managed to swallow his coffee with no problem. “At least you can call him as a hostile witness and hope for the best once you get him on the stand.” He scratched his head. “If you can get him on the stand. As you said earlier, what would motivate him to show up to court if he’s guilty? He’d likely prefer to face a bench warrant than a murder charge.”

      I thought about that. “Well, assuming for a second that he does show up, I guess treating him as a hostile witness wouldn’t be the worst tactic. I’ve seen Mark do a pretty good job of taking witnesses apart before, including when they had me on trial for murder.”

      “You’ll have to tell me that story sometime.”

      Wanda, who’d been pretty quiet since we got our drinks, said, “There might be more time for you two to get to know one another.”

      I looked from one of them to the other. “You mean, you’re⁠—”

      She completed the sentence. “—dating. Yes, we are. We decided this afternoon. Why not?”

      “That’s wonderful. I’m so happy for both of you.” I said to Willie, “I always thought you made a cute couple, but she had been so resistant.”

      He saluted me with his mug. “Well, you’ve got good instincts.”

      I wanted to get back to the case. “Okay, I have a question. I think I know the answer, but it’s been a long time since I’ve been a cop. Since Margo’s case is in Monterey County Court, there’s no way for either of you to get a warrant for Olney’s arrest in this case, right?”

      He shook his head. “There would be no way to get a warrant without support from the local police with the judge. And, from what Wanda tells me, it sounds like the judge is also in cahoots with the cops and the prosecution to get Margo convicted.”

      I asked, “So, it looks like the only thing we can do is call him as a witness and hope that he shows up?”

      He didn’t seem hopeful. “Yes, and the penalties for not showing up as a witness are minuscule, and the courts rarely have the personnel to carry out a bench warrant that resulted in them not being there. It’s usually swept under the rug.”

      Wanda had an idea. “Maybe we should pay this guy a visit. We are detectives. Well, Miranda isn’t, but close enough.”

      Willie considered the idea. “What do we do once we get there?”

      Wanda continued her thought. “I guess we could tell him what we believe to be true and see how he responds. There are only a few possible responses. If he gets very angry and denies it, he’s probably guilty. If he plays it cool and pretends he has no idea what we are talking about, he’s probably guilty.”

      I wasn’t quite as optimistic. “I think there are a whole bunch more possible responses. He could shoot now and ask questions later. He could start with questions and immediately follow up with shooting. You have to remember, I left the force after being shot in the face, so I might be slightly biased.”

      Willie thought for a moment, then said, “As much as I’d like to visit this guy right now, there’s plenty of time between now and the court date. What did you say? Five weeks?”

      We nodded.

      He put his finger on his chin. “We could check out other precedents where there have been uncooperative local authorities to see if we have any other less dangerous alternatives. We should probably also talk to an attorney about how our actions might impact the case and our ability to get a conviction of our suspect and get your friend off.”

      I agreed. “That’s true. It would probably be a mistake to go to his last known address right now without a good plan in place or some backup. It is tempting, though. Salinas is so nearby.” I hoped waiting would be the smarter move, and we weren’t avoiding the inevitable because of fear.
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      If we weren’t going to visit our suspect, I decided that we should meet with Mark while Willie remained in town. We’d only run the concept we came up with in Long Beach past one person, Sergeant Stockton, and he hadn’t been very impressed. So, maybe there was something wrong with our logic. Better to find out now than after we confronted Frederick Olney.

      Thankfully, Willie agreed. I got the feeling, though, he would do anything to spend more time with Wanda, which seemed really sweet.

      I’d called ahead, and Sabine had taken the time to make several pots of coffee and had whipped up banana bread in her spare time. She never ceased to amaze me. It also amazed me that she nearly always dressed at least fifty percent better than me. I had on some faded jeans and a pink breast cancer T-shirt. In contrast, she wore a tasteful navy blue skort with a white knit blouse that fit perfectly, showing off her perfect figure.

      She greeted her guests graciously, then disappeared once everyone had been seated and served.

      Mark looked curious. “So, could you guys go over how you were able to home in on one suspect? I want to see if I can kick holes in your theory because if I can, certainly the prosecution or the judge will.”

      Willie repeated the now familiar story for Mark, finishing with how Charles White killed the very jealous Malcolm, the list of hired killers, and how our suspect might not know about his death.”

      Mark considered the comments, frowned in concentration for a moment and then asked, “So Margo would have had no idea about any of this?”

      Willie shook his head. “Definitely not. It would be like Malcolm to be very secretive about anything like this. Besides, Margo would have been appalled and done anything she could to speed up the divorce had she known.”

      Mark jotted down notes. “You’re not saying that you have a record of Malcolm telling you any of this so that we could tie it all up in a nice, neat package? Right?”

      Willie shrugged, dismissing that thought. “Oh no, nothing like that. I’m using my intuition as a detective for thirty years and the personal relationship I had developed with Malcolm during that time.”

      “I figured,” Mark said, “but if I don’t ask, I don’t know. You came up with this suspect from the list you referred to earlier. How could you possibly have narrowed the list down to one person?”

      Willie pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. “That wasn’t hard, actually. The list only had fifteen names on it. Four were immediately eliminated. Charles White’s in prison, and three others lost their lives directly or indirectly through dealings with Mr. White a couple of years ago. Eight others were local or national politicians who wouldn’t be candidates for this line of work. That left three. Wanda, Miranda, and I split them up, and we almost immediately eliminated the other two, due to geography or other issues. That led us to Frederick Olney. His most recent address places him in Salinas, and his Facebook verified him at Hollister Powersports two days before the first murder. He and the other two we checked were relatively recent additions to the list, which also made sense.”

      Mark looked worried. “Okay, Willie, I’ll give you that you knew Malcolm better than any of us, but it’s still quite a leap from a jealous husband to a triple murder two years after they found his body under a lifeguard chair on Long Beach.”

      “I guess you are trained to know your clients’ lives well. Very impressive, Mr. Peterson.” Willie sounded impressed.

      Mark scratched his head. “I’m thinking like a judge or a prosecutor. Without a confession or DNA evidence, the conjecture you have laid out here is nothing more than that. And as you indicated, the Monterey Police have no interest in even picking this guy up on jaywalking charges, to get a DNA sample. And we can subpoena him to testify as a witness, even though he technically has nothing to do with this case as we know it. But what are the odds of him actually showing up? I’ll tell you, I wouldn’t in his situation. I’d risk a bench warrant any day of the week. They never have the resources to enforce those things.”

      This was depressing. I finally had to say something. “So, you’re telling us we have nothing?”

      He wasn’t budging. “Pretty much. We have to face the fact that they wouldn’t even give Margo bail. They have an ax to grind. I’m not surprised the police don’t want to get mixed up with this. It gives them nothing and takes away everything.”

      I pushed back. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you quite as negative about anything brought up as a possible case-saver. What’s up with you? Doesn’t California living agree with you?”

      He tried to smile, but the veins in his forehead bulged. “The moment they rescinded bail, this case took on a whole new meaning. In the world I’m used to practicing in, it would mean that they have such a solid case, and the accused is such a heinous crime, that it’s in the local area’s best interest to keep them behind bars. But what it tells me here is the exact opposite. The hand they are showing is that they have an extremely weak case, that they have no idea who did it. They will do whatever they can to railroad Margo through, all the while telling the press that they have put one of the most dangerous criminals of this century behind bars and patting themselves on the back.”

      I stood up and spoke sharply to Mark. “Well, do something about it, Mark. Are you going to let them get away with that?”

      He tried hard not to react to my outburst. “Of course, I’m not. I’m doing everything I can think of, but it’s hard to fight fire with fire when I have none.”

      I pleaded with him. “That’s exactly why you need Frederick Olney. If you can’t fight fire with fire, fight fire with water.”

      He looked at me with a crooked smile. “I’m not even sure what that means, Miranda.”

      In spite of the seriousness of the situation, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Okay, I made it up, but I mean, if they are denying that Frederick Olney is the guy, maybe that means they know he is the guy, and they don’t want to be bothered when they’ve gone this far down the road implicating Margo.”

      Mark added, “Or maybe if this Olney had been tight with Malcolm, he’s connected with high rollers in Monterey who are protecting him.” He considered something. “What if, Miranda, you friend him on Facebook and see what you can find out about him?”

      I nodded. “Good idea. It’s amazing how helpful Facebook was when Kara and I got arrested for murder. Maybe we can use it to our advantage again.”

      Willie joked to Wanda, “Your friend doesn’t seem to know how to stay out of trouble, does she?”

      She laughed. “You don’t know the half of it, but it’s rarely her fault.”

      I glared at the two of them. “You know I’m sitting right here, right?” Then I smiled. How could I not smile, remembering how many friends I had accumulated to help me get out of trouble? I touched Wanda’s arm. “You wouldn’t want me any other way.”

      “I never thought I’d admit it, but it’s true,” she said.

      As much as Mark loved to talk about me, he redirected the conversation to the case. “What would be ideal is if we could get DNA from this guy. I’m sure they’ve done testing, which, of course, implicated Margo, but after all, it all took place at her house. Often, they disregard unrecognized DNA because it doesn’t match up with anyone related to the case. If we could provide a sample, there’s a chance they would match it up against their testing. I’m sure they’ve confiscated any weapons they found at the house related to the homicides. That lead pipe would have been perfect, provided the killer didn’t wear gloves.”

      I thought for a minute. “Maybe we could visit him under a false pretense to collect DNA.”

      “That sounds dangerous, depending on what you have in mind,” Willie countered.

      “I don’t really have anything in mind yet. But bear with me. I’ll think of something.” I reconsidered. “Wait a minute. If he’s a convicted felon and they found his DNA at Margo’s house or his prints they should have already been able to match them up.”

      We thought about it.

      He shook his head. “Well, it’s an imperfect science.”
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      We ended the meeting without a specific plan on how to proceed, but we were all going to think further about getting a DNA sample. My assignment would be to scope out Facebook to see how much I could find out about Frederick Olney. At this point, it seemed like he might be our best bet to get Margo freed.

      As I sat at my desk on Monday morning, over four weeks from the preliminary hearing, I had an idea. I had determined that our suspect lived at the corner of Ragsdale Court and East Market Street in Salinas. Because he had taken his motorcycle to Hollister Powersports, we at least knew one thing. He had a motorcycle. And if he had a motorcycle, he had a helmet, since they were required in California. By viewing map satellite imagery, it appeared they had no garage at the property on the corner in question, so probably his motorcycle would be parked on the street. And where you found a helmet, there would likely be a hair sample. And while I couldn’t guarantee that he stored his helmet on his bike, many riders locked them on. I decided to take that chance.

      After work, I jumped on my Ducati with a plastic bag, a pair of tweezers, and clear plastic gloves shoved in my pocket. I wasn’t sure about the legality of collecting a DNA sample without someone’s consent. I read something about a court case limiting taking a DNA sample against someone’s will from a person who had been convicted of a felony, but I’d have to worry about that later.

      As I approached downtown Salinas, I had two thoughts: one, that I should have come in the stealth of night, because I would be a sitting duck if this guy happened to be looking out his window as I approached his motorcycle. And two, I thanked God that I came during the day because the neighborhood looked a little sketchy. It reminded me that I had found on the internet that Salinas had been declared the murder capital of Monterey County. I wondered if Kris Kristofferson knew that, when he let Bobby McGee slip away here so many years ago.

      I parked on Roosevelt Street and walked a full block to East Market. My stomach churned, wondering if I had made a serious mistake attempting this in broad daylight. Not wanting to listen to criticism, I hadn’t let Wanda or Mark know where I had gone.

      As I approached the property on the right, I saw a Honda ST 1300 Sport Tourer. Not a bad bike for what it was. I was spoiled by my Ducati, but to each his own. And there, on the passenger seat, sat a full-face helmet. I figured I would be most likely to find a hair in a full face than a half- or three-quarters since the wind would be less likely to blow them away.

      I glanced around and saw no one, figuring I should go in and get this done. I approached the bike, picked up the helmet, and saw paydirt. There were several hairs inside the helmet. I reached in my pocket for the gloves, tweezers, and bag.

      But before I could get them out, I heard a voice behind me. “I don’t think you want to do that.”

      I thought quickly since I hadn’t gotten the evidence bag from my pocket yet. “Oh, I had been admiring your helmet and checking the brand.”

      Since he hadn’t told me not to, I slowly turned around to find a Glock 19 with a sound suppressor pointed at my face from about five feet away, held by a guy about six feet tall, with a face with some miles on it. “That so? What you got in your pocket there?”

      I wasn’t prepared for that question, and my life might depend on how I answered it. “I wanted to get out a pen and paper to write down the model.”

      I could tell by the bulging veins in his forehead and the sweat stains under the arms of his Black Sabbath T-shirt that he felt nervous, very nervous. His greasy hair hung in front of his eyes. He motioned with his hand. “Let me see the pen and paper.”

      Just then, I heard a voice yelling from the alley down the block. “Drop the gun. This is the police.”

      I nearly jumped for joy, but perhaps prematurely. “Thank God you arrived, officer. I was just walking down the street and this guy pulled a gun on me.”

      The officer approached quickly across several properties. Without warning, Frederick Olney turned and shot the officer in the shoulder with razor-like precision. He went down immediately.

      I could see this going from bad to worse quickly. So, without hesitation, at the same time Olney watched the officer hit the ground, he turned toward me, and I went directly at him with the thumb and forefinger of my right hand, directly into his eyes, with my right knee in his groin. I grabbed the gun with my left hand as he tried to protect his manhood.

      His shooting of the officer started a chain reaction that took on a life of its own. While Olney went down to the ground screaming in pain, the officer’s partner approached the alleyway between Olney’s and the house next door. Seeing his partner down and me with the gun, he immediately yelled, “Drop the gun and hands behind your head and face down on the ground.”

      Seeing that I had no chance to try to explain unless I wanted to be the next shooting victim on the scene, I obeyed and dropped the gun, and obeyed.

      Unfortunately, through a miracle of adrenaline, Olney started crawling toward the gun, which sat on the ground, somewhat closer to him now than to me. Being more compassionate about his partner’s condition than worried about our fate, the officer checked his pulse and called 911.

      While I understood why he might favor his partner over us, from a personal standpoint, I also recognized that his actions were well outside of normal, acceptable protocol with an active crime taking place. As I watched the injured Olney inch closer to the gun, I decided I had to do something. So, I yelled, “Officer, he’s getting the gun.”

      Of course, the officer wasn’t even sure who to identify as the perpetrator and who the victim was at this point, so he looked at me, confused. I wasn’t sure what to do either. If Olney reached the gun, he would likely shoot either or both of us. But I remained frozen on the ground. I sincerely feared being shot by the officer if I got up. So, I watched in helplessness as Olney reached the gun and raised it toward me.

      I closed my eyes and heard the shot ring out, but it sounded like it came from behind me for some reason. I waited, realizing that I wasn’t dead. I saw Olney’s gun twenty feet across the yard and his hand bleeding profusely. I glanced over at the other officer. He was still attending to his partner.

      “Well, are you going to thank me?” came a familiar voice behind me. I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw Wanda. I had never been so happy to see another human being in my life.

      She took a moment to zip-tie Olney’s wrists. “Ouch!” he complained. “I have a gunshot wound. Aren’t you going to take care of this? Besides, I’m not the criminal here. I had been trying to detain this thief while you officers arrived.”

      Wanda said, “I see. Well, do the Clue Game murders mean anything to you?”

      He glared at her and looked like he might speak, but he didn’t. Then he growled, “I want to talk to my attorney.”

      “That’s perfect timing,” she said, “because you do have the right to remain silent, and anything you decide to say can and will be used against you in a court of law. Should you decide to have an attorney present, one will be provided for you if you cannot afford one. Do you understand these rights as I have outlined them for you?”

      “Yeah. Sure.” He held his injured hand to his chest.

      She said sarcastically, “Now, do you need a band-aid for your boo-boo?” She pulled him up and walked him to her cruiser. She said to me, “I’ll be right back. I have to work out a few details with the officers. The injured one’s up and walking, so that’s good news.”

      After locking Olney in her vehicle, she returned to help me up. I figured the other officers had figured out I wasn’t a criminal.

      I asked her, “What are you doing here?”

      She pointed at Olney’s bike. “I got this idea about getting a hair from a helmet for a DNA test. I guess great minds think alike?”

      “You could say that.”

      She added, “But I listened to the scanner on the way down, and there seemed to be activity right near this address, so I put two and two together. It looks like I might have arrived just in time.”

      I gave her a quick hug. “Yeah, you might say that.”
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      A few minutes later, she returned from her chat with the other officers with a bewildered expression. “It looks like we might have a problem, Miranda. These officers were after this guy, but for a whole different crime. He’s been involved in the theft and resale of motorcycle parts. They’ve been tracking him for a while. It looks like he’s got quite an operation running out of his garage. But he’s not our guy.”

      My head started to pound. “He was the only one on the list who jumped out. So, does that mean that Willie’s list is leading us nowhere?”

      Wanda headed back to her squad car. “Let’s talk after I get this situation taken care of.”

      I agreed. “Seems like we’re back to square one.”

      Wanda yelled back. “Yeah, and not much time to save Margo, assuming she’s innocent.”

      I was lost in my thoughts. I said, mostly to myself, “Yes, assuming she’s innocent.”
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      When I got home, my phone rang. It was one of Margo’s remaining personal assistants with a question about taking care of the property. This was becoming all too familiar since Margo went to jail. Her property was nearly a full-time job. I was getting to a point where I would either need to move out there temporarily or hire someone to manage the place.

      Jason was in the kitchen making coffee when I came in, so I figured I’d bounce an idea off of him. “Hey, Cowboy, I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but this issue of Margo’s house is getting crazy since they denied bail. They’re always calling me about this or that, and honestly, I’m not even sure I’m giving them the right answers because I’m not on the property.”

      He bristled. “Don’t tell me you’re thinking of moving out there until she gets out of jail, assuming she does.”

      I thought for a minute. “No, I thought maybe Heather could do it. She’s been doing really well with Wanda and Shanice, but that can’t go on forever. Wanda and Shanice need some time to work out how to do the mother-and-daughter thing. Now that the killings have stopped, I’m pretty sure Heather wouldn’t mind staying there alone.”

      He put down the coffee he’d just poured and folded his arms. “Do you think the killings stopped because Margo went to jail or because Heather went to Wanda’s?”

      I brushed him off. “I’m thinking that whoever is responsible took the opportunity to slow down to make either or both of them look guilty. It was a good ploy. It worked on you.”

      He looked me in the eye. “There’s not any part of you that thought the same thing?”

      I looked within. “Okay, maybe a little bit, but I’m trying to keep my options open. They are two of my best friends, so to think either of them is responsible for these murders makes my stomach turn.”

      He raised a finger as he made his point. “If Heather stays in the house with Margo in jail, and another murder happens, that would pretty much be a nail in Heather’s coffin, so to speak.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not happening.” I decided to call Wanda before visiting Margo. That final decision would be hers since it was, after all, her house. “I’m going to run this by Wanda first. She’s far more objective about Heather than I tend to be.”

      He agreed. “Good idea.”

      I dialed her number. She answered on the second ring. “So, do you have any more bright ideas on how to get Margo off now that we struck out with Willie’s list?”

      I was surprised she started the conversation without even a ‘Hello.’ “Woah, girl. I’m thinking as fast as I can. I know that was kind of disappointing, but we aren’t letting Margo go down without a fight. Mark is very good at what he does. I’m sure he’ll pull some sort of rabbit out of a hat when the time comes. But, in the meantime, I have a question for you.”

      She seemed a little distracted. “Uh-huh.”

      I responded. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

      She sounded more focused. “I’m trying to help Shanice with something.”

      “This won’t take long.” I hoped my timing was perfect. “I know you and Shanice haven’t had much time to bond. Taking care of Margo’s house from afar is starting to take a toll on me. I’m wondering if maybe Heather could stay there now that the dust has settled.”

      She spoke in hushed tones. “That might be perfect. Honestly, I’m starting to feel like a third wheel in my home. I think Heather’s doing her best, but she doesn’t know when to back off.”

      That sounded perfect for my plan. “This could work out for both of us. We just need to convince Heather that she’s safe in the house. When Margo’s assistants were dropping like flies, she didn’t want anything to do with the place. But I think she’d feel different about it now. She might even be craving her own space.”

      Wanda sounded concerned. “I know she’s come a long way, but do you think we can trust her there on her own? Margo’s got lots of valuable stuff there, and I think she stashes cash there too. She often talks about how she’d be fine if the financial system collapsed. Plus, there could be drugs the police never found and then there’s all that alcohol.”

      I thought about it. “I think we’re past all that. I’ll talk to Heather and let you know.”

      She let out a sigh of relief. “Thanks so much. Let me know how it goes.”

      I hung up and immediately called Heather. “Hi, Miranda. What’s up?”

      I asked, “Are you alone?”

      “Yes. Shanice is out in the kitchen with Wanda. It’s nice to have a moment to myself. I mean, she’s a sweet kid, but sometimes it’s a little much.” She sounded nearly as exasperated as Wanda.

      That was encouraging. “I’ve been thinking. It’s getting to be a lot of work for me to coordinate taking care of Margo’s place, but I can’t be there with my other responsibilities. Would you consider staying there while she’s in jail until the trial?”

      She didn’t speak for a minute. “I don’t know, Miranda. That place gives me the creeps. You haven’t forgotten that I found two dead bodies there. Right? And that Margo found another while I was staying there? What if I’m next?”

      I used my calm voice. “Things have been quiet. I don’t think you have anything to worry about. Whoever was doing it has made their point or moved on. You could have that whole place to yourself. You can even go back into therapy if you want. That might be a good idea.”

      She didn’t sound convinced. “I could use some alone time, but that house is so big and scary at night. Are you sure you don’t want to stay with me?”

      I thought about my home life and how great things were going. “I’d really like to, but everything is finally back to normal with Jason, and I don’t want to ruin it.”

      “I get it. If I were in a relationship, I’d do everything I could to keep it on track.” She then hesitated for a minute before she finally acquiesced. “Okay, I’ll do it.” Then she added, “But you have to tell Wanda.”

      “I’ll handle it,” I said, knowing that it was already handled.
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      I’d only forgotten one thing, to discuss it with Margo first. And while I didn’t think she’d have a problem with it based on how close they had become since Heather arrived, but I knew I was doing things out of order when I showed up for visiting hours at the Monterey County Jail.

      Unlike what is often shown on TV during visitation, we weren’t separated by glass or communicating by telephone, we just sat at one of several tables in a twenty-by-twenty room with a concrete floor and concrete block walls.

      She entered wearing an orange jumpsuit, escorted by a female guard who could have passed for Arnold Schwarzenegger in his younger days. Her usually well-coiffed hair was pulled back in a ponytail, her face looking pale and drawn. She smiled weakly when she sat down. “To what do I owe the pleasure of a visit, Miranda?”

      I felt guilty for not coming by more often, but I hadn’t expected hostility from her. “Can’t I just come to see you for no reason?”

      She snorted. “Well, you could. But did you?”

      I really felt out of my element here. “No. I have something to ask you.”

      She shifted in her seat, looking agitated and annoyed, which I guess was to be expected. After all, she was the one stuck in jail without bail because of small-minded neighbors and local business owners. “Okay, what is it?”

      A bead of sweat ran down my back. Now was not the time to be nervous. I knew I had to jump right in. “You know that Heather’s been staying with Wanda, right?”

      “I suppose so. I hadn’t thought that much about it, to be honest. What’s that got to do with anything? Do you have any news?” She leaned over the table as if she wanted to grab my hand but that wasn’t allowed.

      I needed to turn this around quickly. “It’s been going really well with her and Shanice. But Wanda is getting to a point where she needs some more alone time with Shanice so that she can bond with her.”

      She stared me straight in the eye. “Yeah.” Her voice sounded flat. She didn’t care.

      I kept on going. “I suggested that she stay at your house. There’s still a lot of activity there with no one to supervise, and I feel like I’m falling behind and not giving it the attention that it deserves.”

      She looked concerned. “Heather? Are you kidding? She was scared to death after the third killing. Forget it. I can hire a caretaker if it’s too much for you, Miranda.”

      This was not going as I’d hoped. “Things have calmed down a lot. She’s not scared now and said she’d even welcome some alone time. I think it’s at least worth a try. I think it’s time to give her a chance. We can always rethink it if it doesn’t work out.”

      She pinched her lips and stared at me for a few minutes. I thought she’d forgotten about it. “Okay, why not. I guess it’ll be okay. Then at least someone will be there if a pipe bursts or the roof leaks. Besides, it's not a good idea to have an empty house. You hear horror stories about illegals moving into unoccupied houses all the time, so I’d much rather have someone there looking after things.”

      I asked, “Are you sure? It was just an idea.”

      “Yes. I was just a little freaked out, remembering her past,” she said, “but I need to get past that. Let’s do it.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. We shared hugs before I left.
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      In a few short weeks, we sat in the Monterey County Courthouse for Margo’s trial. Mark had spent hours and hours preparing for Margo’s defense, but he still didn’t feel confident about it.

      When I asked why, he scrunched up his face, “Because nothing about this case is normal. They didn’t have sufficient evidence to arrest her, much less hold her without bail, but they did. So, how do I know what they will do at trial? I feel like all rules are off. So, how do I mount a defense?”

      He had a point. If the prosecution was in cahoots with the police and the court had already determined the verdict, what could his defense possibly be? Sure, it would be a jury trial, but he explained that he’d seen juries manipulated by courts and prosecutors before. It was not a hopeful situation at all, as Heather, Wanda, Lyanne, and I sat in the gallery.

      The prosecution led and badgered witnesses with information related to the testing of the murder scenes for each of the murders. While the testing was clearly inconclusive to the untrained eye, namely the jury, it could easily have appeared that Margo was guilty just based on the swagger shown by the prosecution. And each and every time Mark objected or protested, he was rebuffed by the judge.

      On the third day of the trial, they made their closing statements, the prosecution first. “Your honor, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, friends, and neighbors. Not so long ago, Monterey was considered the safest of the safe communities. Our murder rate was among the lowest in Northern California, and there was a feeling of well-being. But, over the past couple of years, something has been happening to our wonderful community. People are emigrating here in record numbers from areas they have never come from before. Our quality of life is diminishing, and something needs to be done before this trend is irreversible.” He walked over to the jury and made eye contact with each of them before he continued.

      “The defendant claims to be royalty. That’s the worst kind of joke there is. She married into royalty as she married into money in each of her five marriages. She became so used to killing her husbands for their estates and life insurance proceeds I suppose she just did what she was used to doing here, even though there was no monetary payoff.” He moved closer to the defense table as if trying to intimidate them.

      “We’ll likely never know exactly why she did it, jealousy, boredom, or something evil and sadistic that hasn’t yet been uncovered about this woman. But the one thing we do know is that she did it. And that’s all we need to know for a guilty verdict. Please keep our community safe and find her guilty, so we can once again sleep at night in Monterey.” He sat down with a smug look on his face while being congratulated by the others at his table.

      Mark stood up and strode slowly toward the jury. He had a half-smile on his face. He was up to something. He’d need something more than his charming smile to get the verdict to go his way today. For a moment, it appeared that he might not speak at all. Finally, he spoke up. He appeared to be speaking to a couple of jurors on the right end of the jury, probably the two attractive thirty-somethings. “Did I miss something?” He hesitated as if someone might answer. “I understood that the prosecution’s job was to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that my client committed murder. The only proof I saw in the testing done here was that she lived in her own house. I never saw any proof that she touched even one of the murder weapons.”

      He looked bewildered. “Then, let’s move on to motive. Even during my esteemed colleague’s closing, he admitted they didn’t have a motive. He tried to pass the murder off as some sort of societal issue related to bad seeds moving into your community. For some reason, they don’t need motives to kill people. They just move into your town and start killing people. Evidently, that’s what we are supposed to believe.”

      He looked around the courtroom. “This is absolutely the worst example of the lack of acceptance or inclusion that I have ever seen. This is how it starts when people are convicted of crimes because their new neighbors don’t like or understand them. This is your chance to stop it now. Stop using an excuse to create a murder victim from nothing. There is no motive and no solid evidence. The only thing our defendant did was buy a house and try to meld into a community of self-righteous snobs. Well, you can bet she regrets that.”

      He walked back to the jury box. “This is your chance to right a potentially heinous wrong. I beg of you not to follow the mob mentality that has driven this case from day one. You will be able to sleep tonight, which I’m pretty sure the rest of the people involved in this farce can’t do. Thank you.”

      He sat down.

      There was stunned silence in the courtroom. I’m pretty sure no one expected Mark to tell it like it is. I wasn’t sure if the silence was a good or a bad sign, but I was very proud of him, and I thought he might actually have a prayer of winning this thing when an hour ago, I would have said there wasn’t a chance.
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        * * *

      

      In less than an hour, the jury returned to the courtroom. I figured that could mean one of two things, a quick conviction or an equally quick acquittal. I tried to read the jury’s faces as they strode back into the jury box, but their faces gave away nothing.

      The judge asked for the verdict to be read. The courtroom went into delirium when the foreman read, “Not guilty on all counts.”
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        * * *

      

      A few weeks later, I was lying in bed with Jason. “I hate to jinx things, but I can’t believe how great things are going. Heather’s nearly through with her twelve-step program, and Margo has the company that she’s been craving. Wanda’s in love and has the daughter of her dreams. Patricia and Toni were granted their five million dollars out of Malcolm’s estate. Tea is married to the man of her dreams.

      Just then, my phone rang. The caller ID read that it was Margo. I said, “So, how’s my favorite ex-con?”

      Rather than some smart answer, I heard nothing but muffled tones that I couldn’t make out, like she’d been gagged or was too injured to speak. “Margo, are you alright?”

      Nothing. I called Heather’s phone. It went right to voicemail. “Heather, there’s something wrong with Margo. Call me as soon as you get this.”

      I jumped up and ran toward the kitchen, yelling behind me. “I have to go to Margo’s. Something’s terribly wrong.” I didn’t even take the time to get my boots and helmet. I jumped in the Rover and took off for Margo’s.

      I got to her place in less than an hour. Her car wasn’t parked in the driveway or out front, which was unusual. I tried the front door. It was locked. It was rarely locked, so she never gave me a key. She told me once where she had one stashed, but darned if I could remember right now. I decided to walk around to the rear patio first to see if Margo was out there or to see if the back door was open. It usually was.

      When I got out back, I nearly went into shock. Margo was lying on the back patio in a pool of blood. I said, “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” as I checked her pulse, which was weak, but she had one. I immediately called 911 and prayed. Within five minutes, they were loading her onto a stretcher and hooking her up to a breathing mechanism en route to the Community Hospital of the Monterey Peninsula, by far the closest facility.

      I followed the ambulance, nearly getting into a slugfest with the EMT about whether I could ride in the back. Still, finally, I acquiesced and drove, agreeing it would be better if I wasn’t stranded down there, but still feeling guilty that I couldn’t hold her hand and let her know I was there for her.

      They immediately rushed her to emergency surgery, leaving me alone in the waiting room. I had left innumerable messages for Heather with no responses. That meant one of two things. Either she had been abducted by whoever had done this to Margo, or she was responsible for this heinous act.

      With each message I left, the more I convinced myself that it was the latter. Living with Margo, she found herself in the same situation she had been in when she lived with me. She had become a trusted member of a household with the possibility of stealing nearly limitless riches with just a little planning.

      After an hour, Lyanne and Wanda, with Shanice, showed up within minutes of one another. We all hugged. Lyanne asked, “How is she?”

      I shrugged, feeling numb. “I don’t really know. They were taking her up to surgery. They are supposed to update me when she’s done.” Tears streamed down my cheeks. “I can’t believe it. Everything was going so well.”

      Wanda asked the question everyone was wondering. “Have you heard from Heather?”

      I looked anywhere but her eyes. “No. And my calls keep going to voicemail.”

      Shanice said quietly. “I hope she’s alright.”

      I said mostly to myself, “Me too.”

      At that moment, the black female doctor, probably in her early forties, came out through the doors marked ‘No Admittance- Staff Only,’ asking, “Are you Ms. Prentice’s relatives?”

      I raised my hand. “We are the closest thing she’s got.”

      We gathered nearby so that we could hear. “She’s a lucky woman. Her stab wounds are mostly superficial, and the one that pierced her abdomen didn’t damage any organs by a matter of less than an inch.”

      I asked, “Can we see her?”

      She looked at the three of us. “Only one of you at this point. After she wakes up and has a chance to get her bearings, then the three of you can join her, probably by this evening.”

      Wanda said, “We can stay here. But don’t ask her too many questions when she wakes up, Miranda. There will be plenty of time to find out the truth.”

      I nodded and hugged her. “Thank you, Wanda. I really need to see her. It was so horrible finding her as I did.”

      She smiled. “Like I could have stopped you.”

      I headed up in the elevator with the doctor. She warned me, “She’ll probably be in and out for the next couple of hours. She lost a lot of blood.”

      I nodded. “Did she say anything about who did this to her?”

      She looked at me quizzically. “She only said one thing before she lost consciousness. ‘I never should have trusted that girl.’ Does that mean anything to you?”

      My composure crumbled; my eyes teared up. “It might.” Before exiting the elevator, I wiped my eyes and regrouped.

      The doctor patted me on the shoulder. “I know it’s difficult, but she’s going to be alright.”
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      A couple of weeks later, still not quite feeling like myself, but trying to busy myself with work and Kara and Michael’s wedding plans, I looked down at my phone screen to see a call from Wanda coming in. I had taken the day off since I couldn’t seem to concentrate. Jason had been very good about giving me the time I needed to get through this.

      I tried to sound as cheerful as I could, but it was an effort. “Hey, there. I haven’t heard from you in a while. I wondered if we were still speaking.”

      She sounded up-beat. “Of course, I am. I, for one, don’t blame you for being double-crossed again by Heather. She’s good at what she does.”

      I smiled, happy to still have at least one friend. “Thanks, Wanda. What’s up?”

      She hesitated. “Well, I’ve got some good news, although I’m never completely sure which side of the fence you are on, so I’m hoping you think it’s good news too. Heather was caught trying to cross into Canada and she’s in custody.”

      I gasped. “You’re kidding? That’s great news.”

      She could hardly contain herself. “If you think that’s good, it gets better. It seems she spilled her guts to the arresting officer, and it doesn’t look like this is even going to go to trial.”

      I started rushing around the house, throwing clothes in a suitcase. “I need to get up there and talk to that officer while everything she said is fresh in his mind. Can you get me their contact information?”

      She hesitated. “Sure, but are you sure you want to go all the way up there? I could probably get his phone number for you.”

      I nodded. “I’ve never been surer of anything in my life. I’m responsible for Margo nearly being killed and I completely missed the signs. I need to find out as much as I can about this officer’s impressions. I won’t sleep until I do.”

      She agreed. “Okay, Miranda, but I can’t even guarantee that he’ll speak to you.”

      I pressed her. “Oh, he’ll speak to me or I’m not leaving.” I had a brief call with him on my drive up to Osoyoos, British Columbia, where she attempted to cross the border into Canada. He seemed open to telling me about the arrest, so I knew it could be a fruitful trip.

      It was Thursday afternoon, when I finally met with Chad Guirig of the Canadian Royal Mounted Police. He was a sharp fellow, probably around my age, with smiling eyes and a kind face. He shook my hand and greeted me warmly when I arrived. “Sorry to be meeting you under such unfortunate conditions. I hope your friend is healing well.”

      I nodded. “She is getting better every day physically. Emotionally, it’s going to take a while. We both trusted Heather, evidently not with good reason, and we are paying the price now.”

      He offered, “Would you like something to drink before we start? I got bottled water or Coke in the fridge.”

      I shook my head. “No, I’ve been staying hydrated all the way up here. It’s amazing I didn’t float away in the car. Thank you, though.”

      He gathered some papers on his desk. “Well, where would you like to start? I’m glad you came by, because even though I’ve included all of this information with the extradition papers, I wanted to make sure that the information got to the right people. It was all rather amazing, and I couldn’t believe that she was confessing much of it, but I came to find out later that she was under the influence of methamphetamine which may have had something to do with her insistence to talk,”

      I took some notes. “Oh, I had no idea, but I’m not surprised.” I was curious. “So, how did she get to you if she was just trying to cross the border? In my experience, crossing into Canada usually isn’t an issue. It’s getting back into the U.S. that can be more of a challenge.” I chuckled. “Kind of like Mexico.”

      He nodded. “You’re right, of course. We don’t tend to discourage tourists from coming across. Tourism is a major source of employment and revenue here in Osoyoos. People don’t generally plan on staying more than a few hours, so we try not to give them a hard time.” He scratched his head and leaned back in his chair. “Your friend was one of the exceptions. When someone is obviously under the influence of drugs or alcohol, or seems disoriented or in trouble, we can’t just look the other way. So, in her case, the border patrol called me immediately. She was acting erratically and couldn’t produce I.D. when it was requested. She also couldn’t tell him why she was crossing the border or how long she planned on staying in the country. Most people don’t have any problem answering those questions, even if they just make something up on the fly.”

      I shook my head. “Leave it to Heather. She’s unpredictable.”

      He smiled. “You can say that again. I expected her not to say a word to me after what the border guard told me, but I couldn’t shut her up. I couldn’t make much sense of what she told me until I researched it later, but maybe you can fill in some of the blanks anyway. She was bragging about how she got away with so much just by acting stupid. She couldn’t believe that you believed her, hook line and sinker.” He hesitated. “You’re Miranda. Right?”

      I nodded. “Guilty as charged.”

      He continued. “She got such a kick out of you believing that she had never heard of Clue. She just wouldn’t stop laughing about that one, and how that got her off the hook for the killings of Margo’s personal assistants. But she was just faking you all out. It was the perfect crime. That lie alone made it appear that someone else was responsible for the murders and finally got Margo arrested for the crime. She was so proud of herself.” He checked his notes. “I’m getting the names right, correct? I tried to take careful notes.

      I nodded. “Yes, it’s all accurate.” I shivered, realizing just how crazy she was. “Did she ever say why she did it, or why she killed the chef to start with.”

      He thought back and shuffled through his papers. “Let me check my notes. Oh yes, the chef. He turned her on to some coke and did a few lines in the kitchen. All was fine until he tried to get her to his room. She was having none of that, and when he got a bit aggressive, she killed him during the struggle. It could probably have been considered self-defense had she turned herself in, but she took the rest of the coke to her room and devised a plan in a drug-induced moment of insanity. She devised a plan to kill them all using the Clue game as a backdrop, pretending that she had never heard of the game. Then, she could never be a serious suspect.”

      Something didn’t ring true for me. “So why go after Margo?”

      He checked his notes again. “From what I could get from her, Margo was the real prize. She had the money, the notoriety, and for some reason, she was convinced that she had killed her husbands.” He shook his head. “I’ve had all kinds come through here, but never one quite like her. Once she got rolling, she couldn’t stop herself. It was like she was on autopilot. She didn’t even seem to know I was there after a while. She seemed kind of jealous of this Margo for getting away with killing her husbands, so she wanted to get back at her, to see her lying there in her own blood while she got away Scot free.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. This was the Heather that Margo and I had decided to put our full trust in. What had we been thinking? Was she such a good liar, such an accomplished sociopath, that there would have been no way for us to ever figure it out? Or was I just kidding myself? I reminded myself that I had moments where I questioned myself and pushed them down. Was I to blame for being too trusting? Maybe I was.

      He asked, “Are you okay?”

      I finally realized I was just staring. “I’m sorry, I just can’t believe that she’s that person. Even after she tried to kill me and ran away with most of my money, I still believed she was basically a good person. But clearly she never was. This is going to take a while to process.”

      He looked at his watch. “I’m sorry, but I’ve got to meet someone. Will you be alright?”

      I smiled at his kindness. “Yes. Thank you for everything. In the long run, it’s really going to help me to piece things together.” I shook his hand and walked out. I headed back to the car for the long drive home.
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      A little less than six weeks later, on October 27th, all of our friends and family were seated in several rows of eight folding chairs, with four on either side of the aisle, in our backyard in preparation for my brother Michael and his fiancé Kara’s wedding. In the short time they had lived here, many of my friends had already become friends of theirs, so it made me happy to share my brother’s wedding with many of them.

      Kara’s parents and sister sat on the left of the aisle in the front row. My mom and Tom sat on the right. We invited my dad, but, predictably, he didn’t show.

      Margo sat stoically in the second row. Her recovery was going well but slowly. She wasn’t as young as she used to be. She and I hadn’t quite recovered our close friendship, at least to the depth we had enjoyed before Heather. Heather had betrayed me again and nearly killed Margo. She had stolen priceless jewels and antiques from Margo’s house and had been caught trying to cross the border into Canada a couple of days after she attempted to murder Margo. While Margo would probably get her stolen goods back at some point after the trial, the damage Heather had caused would not be as easily recovered.

      Willie Ames, Wanda, Shanice and a sprinkling of their friends sat directly behind Margo. Willie had decided to retire while visiting Wanda in Santa Clara. In fact, he never went back to Long Beach or the Long Beach Police Department. He took an apartment in the same apartment community that Wanda and Shanice lived in, and they are enjoying a nice old-fashioned courtship.

      Sabine and Mark were right behind them. The construction of their new house started last week, and they expected it to last most of the winter. From what I had seen of the plans, they would have a five thousand square foot house with a barn, a pasture, a riding ring, and horse stables. Sabine had dreamed of running a farm for disabled and disadvantaged children so that they could learn to ride horses and experience the freedom and excitement of getting to know a horse one-on-one. This would be her dream come true. I nearly teared up whenever she talked about her dream coming to life. She’d never mentioned it in New Orleans because she never believed it could happen.

      A few rows behind them were Patricia and her mom, Toni. They had recently won their civil suit against Patricia’s dad and Toni’s ex-husband, Charles, giving them access to a significant share of the family’s estate. He had done everything he could to keep it for himself before he went to prison. That meant that each of them became entitled to five million dollars. However, they had decided not to do anything rash and have continued to live in the apartments that Patricia and I had lived in when I first moved to Santa Clara. I thought that to be a smart idea. Patricia had recently broken it off with her fiancé, Jamie, who it became clearer, had proposed due to her impending wealth. I felt very proud of her for making that decision because I knew she longed to find a lifelong partner. But, for now, she’d have to wait.

      My co-worker Tea and her new husband, Beau, sat behind them but could hardly pay attention to the ceremony from staring into each other’s eyes. She had been such a mess when I met her, not believing that she deserved any better than the abusive relationship she lived in. It took multiple bruises time and time again for her to finally accept Wanda’s and my help. She seemed like a different person now. She smiled all the time and never averted her eyes like she did most of the time back then.

      In the last row, with her two daughters, Jennifer and Shakira, sat my friend Lyanne Melendez. Lyanne began the process of unraveling her marriage. Having seen many friends go through the process before, I hoped she could successfully come out the other side. Having interacted with her husband, Lee, and seen them together, I felt that the family would be happier if they could negotiate a life separately, co-parenting their beautiful daughters. Parenting through a divorce could be the biggest challenge of living separately, but I felt confident that they could pull it off.

      But my only disappointment of the year was represented by the empty chair in the front row next to Jason, which would have been reserved for Heather, while I stood up in front of the makeshift altar, waiting for the ceremony to begin and for the beautiful bride, Kara, to walk down the aisle. Four years ago, Heather walked out of my life, intending never to return, after she tried to kill me and failed. She wanted to take my life but stole half a million dollars instead. Some might ask why I would bother to take someone like her back into my life. I have found that people deal with the hurts from their childhood differently. Some people open up; some close down. Some become trusting, and some never trust anyone. Some live in hope, and some live in fear. No matter what, I believe we all try our best to survive. When Heather returned, I prayed it could be her chance at survival. I hoped she might be given a chance to turn her life around by accepting responsibility for those she had hurt. But, showing her true colors, she betrayed herself and all who tried to help her.

      We gathered around chatting after the ceremony, waiting for the caterer to begin serving the food and drinks for the reception. Wanda approached me, looking inquisitive. “So, how was your trip to Canada?”

      I smiled. “It was everything I hoped for and less. It made me question just about everything about myself, my friendships, and everything I’ve believed for the past five years or more.”

      She hugged me. “Well, one thing hasn’t changed. We’ll always be friends. So maybe you’ll listen to me once in a while.”

      I hugged her back and agreed. “Yeah, I’ll think about that. Thanks.”

      By the time we joined the others, Wanda smiled. “Let’s just have fun at the wedding and try not to think at all for once.”

      I agreed. “I’m gonna find Jason. He’s always good for mindless chatter.”

      She laughed and waved. “See ya.”

      I grabbed a couple glasses of wine from a table that had just been set up. I found Jason and handed one to him.

      He kissed me. “Where’ve you been?”

      I kissed him back. “I’ll never tell.”

      The DJ had just started spinning records.

      I asked him, “Want to dance?”

      He said, “Sure.”

      And I forced my mind to go blank as we spun around our backyard, pretending it was just another day.
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