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Prologue

Malibu, California

 


At dusk they gathered to speak to the dead. With Sophie acting as their spiritual guide, the official leader of their weekly séances, the four women—Teresa Amelia “Toots” Loudenberry, Ida McGullicutty, Mavis Hanover, and Sophia “Sophie” Manchester, lifelong friends of more than fifty years—took their seats around the old wooden dining table left behind by the former pop star who’d lived in the beach house before Toots purchased it almost a year earlier.

Sophie had read somewhere that once wood was charged with an unnatural entity, it acted as a conductor. When Toots remodeled the house, they’d kept the table for the sole purpose of conducting séances. Using a purple silk sheet for a tablecloth and a drinking glass as their tool for communication should a spirit decide to join them, Sophie did what she always did before they began. She said her prayer.

“Oh, great one, bless this dump and those who inhabit it, living or dead.”

Toots kicked her on the shin beneath the table. Sophie cast a wicked eye at her best friend, as if to say, “I’ll kick your rear end later.”

Sophie took her bottle of holy water and spritzed it around the table. She flicked a few extra droplets in Toots’s face just to tick her off.

She sat back down in her chair, tucking the small bottle of holy water inside her pocket. “We are here to communicate with the other side. We are friendly. We mean no harm.” Sophie said this at the beginning of every séance she conducted. Who knew what kind of evil lurked in other dimensions?

“Let’s place our fingertips on the glass. Very gently,” Sophie instructed.

When the tips of their fingers were lightly touching the glass, Sophie scanned the others. All three had their eyes closed. Good. They were learning. She closed her own.

“If there is anyone who wishes to make contact, we are willing to allow you into our . . . realm,” she said in place of the word home. She really wanted to say home, as it sounded so much more inviting. Couldn’t have a spirit believing they weren’t welcome. “Come into our home,” she added, suddenly changing her mind.

No air circulated in the room, yet the candles she had lit earlier flickered, as though a slight breeze had passed through the room. Sophie opened her eyes, shocked at what she saw.

Hundreds of tiny white lights, orbs they were called, spun around the room so fast, it was hard to follow the movement.

“What the hell?” Toots blurted in total amazement.

“Shh,” Sophie cautioned. “I’m not sure what’s happening.”

Mavis and Ida stared at the bright dots dancing around the room. Moving, it seemed, at the speed of light, the orbs whirled around the room, then shot off to who knew where, only to have another hundred or so take their places. After several minutes of shock at what they were seeing, they heard a soft drone begin to fill the room, low, as if the sound were coming from a distance.

Bees, Sophie thought. It sounds like a swarm of bees. Seconds passed; the noise grew louder. Toots, Ida, and Mavis looked to Sophie for guidance. The noise became louder and more distinct as the small circles of light darted around the dining room.

Voices. It sounded like hundreds of people trying to talk at once. Sophie jerked to attention, trying to identify the interpreter, or whatever it called itself. Her hearing as sharp as a sword, Sophie went from her normal olive-colored skin to white in less than a second.

“Walter!” she whispered, knowing it couldn’t be, yet she’d clearly identified his voice as one among many. Maybe she was cracking up, losing touch with reality. Maybe it was time to give up the ghosts, move on to something more . . . earthbound.

The others gaped at her. “Sophie,” Toots said in a normal tone. “What did you just say?”

“Nothing.” Sophie shook her head, hoping to clear what she thought she heard. She scanned the room, still jam-packed with the translucent balls of light, trying to distinguish exactly where this so-called voice was coming from.

“Liar,” Toots said in a low tone.

“Shh,” she said. Sophie leaned closer to the table, wrenching her neck into a position so precarious that it actually made a popping sound.

“Are you okay?” Toots asked. She moved her chair closer to Sophie’s. “Something isn’t right. We need to stop this right now.”

Hearing the alarm in Toots’s voice jolted Sophie back to reality, or as much as one could, given her current circumstances. “I’m fine. Listen.” She leveled her gaze at the door leading to the kitchen.

The high-pitched garble in the room thundered in their ears, sounding like thousands of hoofbeats pounding against the earth. Straining to discern a male voice in the earsplitting loudness, Sophie cleared her throat before she spoke. “If you wish to make yourself known, do so or leave this room!”

In the blink of an eye, the room temperature dropped at least twenty degrees. Shivering with fear yet wanting to clarify what she’d thought was a voice from the past, Sophie drew her strength from Toots, who’d placed her hand on top of hers. Sort of like their secret handshake.

The anomalies began to disappear one by one, until there was only a handful of the translucent balls of light hovering several feet off the floor. After several seconds, the voices stopped, and the only sounds in the room were coming from the women themselves, their quickened breaths, in and out.

One by one, the orbs of light began to take on form. Each vaporous cloud became distinguishable by its gender, its clothing, and, lastly, for some of them, a face of sorts.

Before she totally lost her cool, Sophie counted the spirits. Thirteen in all. That had to be a bad omen. Clearing her throat again, Sophie spoke to the ghostly apparitions floating above the table.

“Identify yourselves!” she commanded with more power than she felt. The only female, or what Sophie designated as a female, swirled below the others. The misty image wore a flowered-print housedress with a V neckline. Several tissues leaked from her large bosom. Long wisps of white hair touched the flounce of her outdated dress.

“Oh my God,” Toots said. “It’s . . . Mrs. Patterson? But . . . how? She’s not . . .”

Sophie careened around so fast, her neck popped again. She’d be in a body cast if this kept up.

The old woman, void of the dentures she wore in life, smacked her waxen lips together. “Dead?” A cold mist passed through her lips when she spoke. “Then where’s Snuffy? Is she dead, too?” The old woman looked at Toots as if she knew the answer to her question.

Scooting their chairs across the hardwood floor, the four gathered closely around one another as quickly as possible.

In a raspy voice, Toots demanded, “Is this for real? If I remember correctly, Snuffy was Mrs. Patterson’s cat.”

Sophie nodded, asking, “Who the hell is Mrs. Patterson?”

“My neighbor in Charleston, but I’m not sure she’s actually dead,” Toots whispered.

Ida and Mavis hovered side by side, hands gripping one another. Sophie and Toots examined the hazy, mistlike woman levitating just above the table. She didn’t appear to have any legs. The male entities continued to linger a few feet above and behind the single female.

As suddenly as she had appeared, the ghost of Mrs. Patterson disappeared. In her place, one of the male ghosts zoomed over so quickly, Sophie wasn’t sure if what she thought she saw was actually happening. At least she wasn’t until she saw Ida’s features change from astonishment to total and absolute fear. Ida’s lips moved, but there was no sound. She shook her head, and her lips kept moving, but she remained completely speechless.

The male spirit bobbed above the table. His features were nebulous, yet his clothes were clearly outlined while still being transparent. Dark slacks and a fitted suit jacket shimmered against the flickering light from the candles.

“It’s . . . Thomas!” Ida placed a hand over her heart, as though she were in pain.

Sophie responded succinctly and without fear. She stared at the creepy form of matter that had captured Ida’s attention. “Now’s your chance to ask him exactly where he bought that tainted meat.”

Just as one would expect, Ida took a deep breath and proceeded to slither out of her chair, landing in a dead faint.

The spirit began to twirl, becoming cylindrical in shape, then shot toward the ceiling. A hollow sound, which Sophie could have sworn was laughter, reverberated through the room. The remaining orbs whirled around in every direction, reminding Sophie of shooting stars.

As fast as they had come, the other eleven orbs disappeared.

Sophie removed the bottle of holy water from her pocket. She proceeded to dump its contents in Ida’s face. Within a split second, Ida jolted back to reality.

Sputtering, wiping the remains of the holy water off her face with the back of her hand, Ida sat up, leaning against the chair’s legs. “I believe Thomas has returned from the grave to haunt me.”

Toots spoke, fright making her words shaky. “You may be onto something.”

For once, Toots, Mavis, and even Sophie nodded in agreement.




Chapter 1

The beach house, Malibu

 


Sophie Manchester sat on the deck, staring out at the Pacific and watching the reflections off the waves as the sun rose behind her. She rose, turning to the east, and watched a giant ball of fire floating above the mountains. Vibrant yellow, orange, and a dozen hues of pink, it appeared like a rosy blush-colored wine splashed across the sky. She crushed her third cigarette out in the giant shell she and Toots used for their ashtray, then began pacing back and forth across the ocean-facing deck. The view was out of this world, but it could have been the Taj Mahal for all the attention she paid it. Haunted by last night’s events, she wondered if she’d opened a door that was meant to remain closed. She’d heard Walter’s voice; she would know it anywhere. The question was, should she continue to experiment with the unknown? There was no way in hell she would admit it, but she was now truly frightened of the ability she had to make contact with the other side. It was one thing to get through to Hollywood’s dead stars. It was a totally different ball of wax when it came to ex-husbands and neighbors who might still be alive. Madame Butterfly had told her many years ago that she had a special gift, but Sophie had always shrugged it off as a bunch of mumbo jumbo. She wasn’t so sure anymore.

Mavis, all 146 pounds of her, carried out a tray filled with an ungodly amount of healthy food, a carafe of fresh-squeezed orange juice, and four steaming mugs of coffee.

Placing the food-laden tray on the patio table, Mavis said, “I knew I would find you out here smoking those nasty old cigarettes. Are Toots and Ida up yet?”

“I heard Toots stirring around when I woke up. Nothing from Ida,” Sophie said flatly. “She’s probably still in shock after last night.”

Ever cheerful, Mavis observed, “Well, that was quite an experience. I don’t know that any one of us will ever get over it.” Mavis proceeded to empty the tray, placing the plates and cups on the table. “I’ve made steel-cut oats with fresh blueberries, and sliced pineapple with whole-grain toast, minus the butter, of course. I do believe you will like this fresh sugar-free strawberry jam I made last week. I saw this recipe on the Food Network, one of Paula Deen’s shows, but I made a few healthy substitutes. She uses so much butter, it’s a wonder that sweet little woman hasn’t suffered a major coronary from all that unhealthy cooking she does. Though I do enjoy her show.”

Sophie rolled her eyes, grabbed a mug of coffee, and carried it back to her lounge chair, where she sat down and lit another cigarette. “Why do you watch her if her show cooks nothing but fattening, unhealthy food?”

Mavis sat down at the table and stirred blueberries in her oatmeal, then took a healthy sip of orange juice before answering Sophie. “She’s such a dear woman. She reminds me of Toots. You know, sweet and silly, a little bit on the ornery side but with an air of sophistication. I would love to go to her restaurant in Savannah, Georgia, sometime before I die. Plus, I would have a chance to see those old graveyards from as far back as the eighteenth century. I think I will add that to my life list. What about you, Sophie?”

Sophie blew out a funnel of smoke and took a sip of coffee. “Actually, there are a few places I would like to see before I cross over into another world,” Sophie said. One evening, when they’d all had too much time on their hands, they’d each made a list, calling it their life list, of things they wanted to do before they passed on.

“Good. We all need something to look forward to in our old age, something fun and exciting.”

Sophie crushed out her ever-present cigarette before lighting another. She remembered last night and found that the place where sarcasm usually dwelt had become the home of fear. “Never hearing from . . . Well, let me put it this way. I want to make it my number one priority to guide Walter’s ghost straight into the fiery pits of hell. That’s going to the top of my life list.”

Mavis shook her head. “That is so sad, Sophie. You need to revamp your list.”

Sophie rolled her eyes. “I could say the same about you. This new fascination you have with graveyards, reading the obits like they’re great works of literature. Is that something on your life list?”

Mavis ducked her head, took a large spoonful of oatmeal, and practically shoved it down her throat. “That isn’t on my list.”

“Oh. Then explain why you’re so fascinated with the obituaries.” Sophie took a drink of coffee. “I’m waiting.”

Mavis stood, gathering up her bowl and the plate of fruit. “I certainly don’t want to sound rude, Sophie, but that isn’t any of your business. It’s just something that . . . well, I’m curious about. How long people lived, whom they left behind.”

Sophie inhaled, then blew the smoke out, where it swirled above her head like a halo. “I could understand if it were family. But these are strangers. You need to find another hobby.”

At that moment, Toots stepped outside, saving Mavis from having to reply. Spying the coffee, she helped herself to a mug. “What’re you two arguing about this early?” Toots sat down in her deck chair, reaching for her ever-present pack of cigarettes. She lit up and blew the smoke out in one giant puffy cloud.

“Mavis’s morbid fascination with the obits. It’s her new hobby,” Sophie said.

Mavis snatched the tray off the table so quickly that her mug of coffee tipped over, sending the brown liquid flying through the air, then landing on her charcoal gray blouse. Sophie just then realized that Mavis seemed to be wearing a lot of different shades of gray lately. Maybe she was in mourning for all those strangers she spent so much time reading about.

“I’m going to pretend we never had this conversation. Now I have work to do.” Mavis rushed through the open doors, her willowy blouse flapping like wings.

“Stuck-up!” Sophie shouted to her back. Since Mavis had lost all that weight, she’d become a bit conceited, but, Sophie granted, Mavis was entitled since she’d literally worked her tail off to lose almost a hundred pounds. If asked a year ago, Sophie would never have believed Mavis could be so dedicated, so disciplined, but she’d proven her wrong. The same with Ida. Her life had been defined by her fear of germs. Had Toots not stepped in, who knew what Ida would be doing right now? Though Ida’s OCD wasn’t as severe as some cases, and all the girls suspected her of playing this up to the nth degree, none of them wanted to see her suffer in any way.

“You shouldn’t be so hard on her,” Toots said. “She’s come a long way.”

Sophie rolled her eyes. “I know that. I just don’t understand this newfound fascination with the obits, that’s all.”

“What about our newest . . . ah . . . hobby?” Toots was almost hesitant to bring up last night. It’d scared the guff out of all of them. “Séances? That’s not your everyday hobby.”

“It isn’t a hobby at all. You, of all people, should know that. It’s a . . . gift,” Sophie informed her.

“A gift? I thought this was entertainment, something for Abby’s column for The Informer,” Toots replied. Abby was Toots’s daughter and the editor in chief of a Los Angeles–based tabloid that, unbeknownst to Abby, Toots had bought a year or so ago. Toots took a sip of her coffee, then tossed the remains over the deck. “Mavis makes the worst coffee.”

Sophie reached for a slice of pineapple from the platter Mavis had left on the table. “Her food stinks, too. I need something real. Like a ham-and-cheese omelet with a side of greasy hash browns. This healthy stuff will be the death of me.”

Toots nodded in agreement. “Stop trying to change the subject. I want to talk about what happened last night.”

Sophie swallowed her pineapple, took a drink of coffee, then lit up. “I was as shocked as the rest of you. I think I’ve opened up a portal for our dead husbands. I did some heavy-duty research on the Internet last night, after I went upstairs. I know it sounds nuts, but I don’t have any other explanation. You got any bright ideas?”

“Isn’t that supposed to be evil, like a place for demons to come and go? Take over someone’s personality, their soul?” Toots asked.

Sophie shook her head, her dark brown hair wrapping around her face. She tucked the loose strands behind her ears. “You’re talking about demonic possession. I don’t believe we have anything like that going on here. It’s like I said, I think our exes are coming back to . . . I’m not sure what they’re coming back for. Maybe they just want to frighten us. I don’t have any other explanation.”

Toots was quiet for a moment. “I suppose if Leland should decide to . . . make his presence known, I’ll have to explain why I didn’t bury him with his expensive bottle of scotch. The old coot was cheap in life. I doubt that’s changed in death. Maybe he’s stuck in between, you know, waiting for whatever it is they wait for to help them cross over to the other side. Or in his case, he might be waiting for a U-Haul to bring his fortune to his grave site.”

Toots took a deep drag from her cigarette. “In his case it might be that he’ll return for all that money he left behind.”

Sophie laughed, but her heart wasn’t in it. “I suppose if Walter and Leland crossed paths, they could . . . Hell, I don’t know. Maybe Walter’s looking for Leland’s bottle of scotch that you were supposed to bury with him. Could be his liver’s been revived.”

Coffee spewed from Toots’s mouth as she uttered a hearty guffaw. “Only you would think of something like that at a time like this.” She wiped her mouth with a tissue from her jeans pocket.

All traces of humor gone, Sophie inquired, “What is that supposed to mean? ‘At a time like this’?”

“You know what I mean. This séance ordeal. Last night. Do you suppose there is a connection of some kind, something we’re missing?” Toots asked.

“I thought of that, and I’m coming up as empty-handed as you are. I think we need to try another séance tonight. We’ll try to duplicate last night’s séance as closely as possible. Same time, same candles. We’ll wear the same clothes, the whole deal.”

“Something tells me Ida isn’t going to be game for this a second time,” Toots said.

“Then we’ll just have to make sure she is game,” Sophie shot back.

“Explain exactly how we’re going to do this. I doubt that Ida will ever want to sit in on one of our séances again. Now that she’s seen Thomas, and before you say anything, no, I cannot believe these words are coming out of my mouth, but it is what it is, so how do you propose we convince her to come to another . . . performance?” It amazed Toots how she accepted these . . . peculiar entities as part of their normal, everyday life.

“We could threaten her. With something extremely germy,” Sophie said, a huge grin on her face.

“That’s a terrible idea, especially after all she’s been through!” Toots lit another cigarette. “Just what kind of germs are we talking about here?”

“Something the seagulls would ignore.” Sophie laughed. “Maybe an unusually smelly dead fish. A dirty diaper. I see people tossing disposable diapers into the water all the time.”

“That’s beyond disgusting. I can’t believe we would even consider doing this to poor Ida given what she’s been through this past year. I don’t know if she’d be able to withstand something so vile,” Toots said.

The sliding glass door opened. “Poor Ida, what? I heard what you said! What are you two up to?”

Sophie and Toots had the grace to appear chagrined.

“We aren’t up to anything,” Sophie said hastily.

Normally, Ida wasn’t an early riser, so neither Toots nor Sophie had expected to see her out on the deck at sunrise. It was obvious that Ida had had a rough night. There were dark circles beneath her eyes, her impeccable pageboy was a mess, and she still wore the same navy slacks and mauve blouse she’d had on the night before, only they were wrinkled, as though she’d tossed and turned in them all night.

Ida reached for a mug of the now-cool coffee Mavis had left on the table. She took a sip, made a face, then took a seat in the chair opposite Toots.

“You look terrible,” Sophie said cheerfully.

“You’re not much to look at, either,” Ida complained. “I haven’t slept a wink. This has been one of the worst nights of my life.” Ida made a dramatic gesture of sweeping her hand out in front of her as though she were a game-show model about to reveal the grand prize behind door number two.

Toots and Sophie looked at one another, then quickly glanced away.

Sophie, who was never at a loss for words, said, “I thought the night Jerry dumped you for Toots was the worst night of your life.”

Years earlier, Ida had been dating Jerry, who at the time she’d thought was the love of her life. As soon as he laid eyes on Toots, he’d immediately dumped Ida for Toots. Ida made a habit of reminding Toots of this whenever the urge hit her.

Toots tried to suppress a giggle. “I did you a favor, and you know it.” Jerry had been a skinflint and a lousy kisser to boot.

“You certainly remind me often enough,” Ida snapped back.

“I’m not the one who’s always doing the reminding, if memory serves me correctly,” Toots said. If they all lived to the ripe old age of one hundred, Ida would still remind Toots of this so-called indiscretion that had happened so many years ago. Toots and Jerry had shared a brief marriage; then he’d kicked the bucket. He’d been husband number five or six. After eight marriages, it was hard to name them in numerical order. Someday she would do so. She’d match up all her marriage certificates with the death certificates. Maybe she would start a scrapbook. Scrapbooking seemed to be all the rage these days. At least she could claim she’d never been divorced.

“Stop it, both of you. I’m sick of hearing about Jerry. If my memory serves me correctly, and we all know I have the memory of an elephant, Toots said he was a dud in the sack, as well. So, once and for all, Ida, why don’t you thank Toots for the favor and be done with it.”

Uncharacteristically, Ida flipped Sophie the single-digit salute. The three of them burst out laughing, which eased the tension immediately. They laughed until tears streamed down their faces. Exhausted from their unexpected hysterics, the trio suddenly became quiet. The only sounds were the occasional cry from a seagull and the noise of the ocean as its waves caressed the dampened, bone-colored sand. A mild breeze carried the scent of wood smoke, doubtlessly left over from a beach bonfire the night before.

Ida looked Sophie directly in the face, her tone as serious as ever. “Can you explain what happened last night? I . . . I don’t know when I’ve been so frightened.”

Sophie glanced at Toots, who shook her head and shrugged her shoulders, as if saying she hadn’t a clue how to answer.

“You saw Thomas’s ghost. What’s to explain?” Sophie asked.

Exasperated, Ida threw her hands up in the air. “And you think I’m just supposed to accept that like it’s . . . like it’s normal?”

“I’m afraid I must agree with Ida. Seeing all those famous stars is one thing. Seeing people we know, especially our dead spouses, well, that’s a bit much if you ask me.”

“I didn’t ask. I don’t know what’s got your panties in a knot. You didn’t see any of your dead husbands,” Sophie singsonged. “Yet.”

“Yet is the right word. Where is this leading? Are we so bored that we have nothing better to do than stir up a bunch of unnecessary trouble just to entertain ourselves?”

Sophie considered her question. “Yes, I think that’s exactly what’s going on. We’re bored, but we’ve found a way to entertain ourselves. We aren’t hurting anyone.” Sophie paused then, considering her words. “Except ourselves, and we’re all okay, aren’t we?” she challenged.

“When put that way, I suppose we are. But what if, what if we’ve opened a portal that’s not supposed to be opened?” Toots asked. “As in a portal to hell?”

Sophie lit another cigarette, inhaled, then blew out the smoke like Puff, the Magic Dragon. “If that’s the case, then we’re screwed.”




Chapter 2

Later that evening, they all scrambled around the table in the newly remodeled kitchen, ready to dig into the piping hot pepperoni pizza that Giorgio’s, their new favorite pizza joint, had just delivered. Mavis, still as pleasant as ever, had set the table as she normally did, with the everyday dinnerware, forks, knives, and royal blue cloth napkins. Apparently she’d forgiven Sophie her morning’s indiscretion. It was apparent Ida had spent the afternoon napping, as her under-eye circles were gone, and her hair was smoothed to perfection. She had changed into a pair of black slacks and a pearl-colored top and appeared more herself. Toots had spent the afternoon proofreading an article for The Informer. Sophie had prepared for the evening’s scheduled séance. She’d set up the video and voice recorders just in case.

They had just learned that the jury had reached a verdict in the trial of the State of California versus Patel Yadav, Mohammed Dasgupta, and Amala Malik, the trio charged with identity theft, fraud, and numerous other crimes. Ida had had the misfortune of getting involved with Patel, who’d posed as Dr. Benjamin Sameer, medical director at the Center for Mind and Body. He’d almost bilked her out of three million dollars, but fortunately, or unfortunately, depending upon how you looked at it, Ida had caught the charlatan in the act of sniffing her racy red and black panties. She’d stopped the financial transaction in the nick of time. The case was being covered on truTV, and now there was a verdict.

Toots positioned the small television set where they all had a bird’s-eye view. She bumped the volume up several notches before sitting down at the table.

“You should’ve used the paper plates, Mavis. This is just more dishes to wash,” Toots complained as she reached for a generous slice of the cheesy pizza with large pieces of pepperoni. Tonight, they couldn’t wait to clog their arteries.

“Oh, I don’t mind,” Mavis said sweetly. “Gives me something to do. I’ll need to work off this meal, anyway.”

“One slice won’t ruin your svelte figure. Let’s listen,” Ida said, nodding toward the TV set.

With an evil grin that lit up her dark brown eyes like a bottle of good whiskey, Sophie said, “Yeah, I can’t wait to see Ida’s lover on the news.”

Toots reached for her royal blue napkin. “Enough! You can’t keep your nastiness to yourself, can you? This case is already a joke as it is. What’s your take on it, Ida?”

Ida, always trying to play the role of elegant lady of the manor, dotted her mouth with her napkin and placed it on her lap before speaking. “I think that dirty old man deserves to be laughed at. I hope they give all three of them the maximum sentence. I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life. And to think, I thought he was a gentleman.”

Ida sliced a piece of pizza on her plate and shook her head. “I can’t believe I had to tell that old prosecutor about the panty incident. Personally, I think it gave her a cheap thrill of sorts.”

Sophie, never one to miss an opportunity to add her two cents’ worth, said, “I think she has a crush on you, Ida. She’s about your age. Maybe after this, you’ll learn your lesson. Ever think about crossing over to the other side?”

Toots shot Sophie a killer look. “You’re so ugly, I swear. It should’ve been you instead of Ida that caught that pervert sniffing all those undergarments.”

“Never would’ve happened. I’m not quite the rounder as Ida. I can go without a man.”

“Then maybe you’re interested in Ms. Goldstein yourself,” Ida said, lifting her perfectly sculpted brow but smiling as she did so. Ms. Goldstein was the district attorney responsible for trying the case against the three con artists.

“Kiss off, Ida,” Sophie snapped back.

Mavis took a deep breath. “Can you girls ever speak to one another nicely? I don’t think we’ve ever had a conversation that didn’t involve one of you talking mean or hateful to the other. I think all of you are very disrespectful to one another.”

“We are,” Toots said. “But I wouldn’t want it any other way. It’s all in fun, and as far as I’m concerned, none of us mean to hurt one another. That ramrod-straight Leland had a fit when the word shit came out of my mouth. He used to call me potty mouth. I’m so glad I planted him, God rest his cheap soul.”

As was the norm, they all cracked up laughing, even Miss Prim-and-Proper Ida. Mavis just shook her head. “Well, it was just a thought. A passing one.”

For the next few minutes they gorged on pizza and drank a good bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon from a local winery.

They all focused their attention on the TV. When the snazzy, pink-lipped reporter’s face filled the screen, Mavis bellowed, “She’s the one I watch on the news every night,” as if that were the grandest thing in the world. Of course the local news media would be covering the trial. Los Angeles loved a trial, especially one that involved a panty sniffer posing as a doctor who happened to cure a very wealthy woman of obsessive-compulsive disorder.

“Shhh,” Sophie called out. “Let’s listen to what she has to say.”

“Dominating tonight’s news, a case that has held Californians captive for weeks. Patel Yadav and his two partners in crime, Mohammed Dasgupta, who has been referred to as Patel Yadav’s adopted son, and Amala Malik, who had a romantic relationship with Mohammed, were all present in the courtroom today as they faced a jury of their peers. After a two-week trial, the three were found guilty on all counts in the indictment. The sentencing hearing has been scheduled for next week.”

The news anchor said a few more words about the trial, and Toots couldn’t help but notice how her eyes sparkled when she mentioned that Patel had also been caught with a drawerful of female undergarments. She implied he’d had a thing for them, yet didn’t elaborate on exactly what kind of thing. Maybe the reporter would do a feature on men and the “things” that turned them on. Give the male species another kick in the pants. Men. They were true creatures of habit. Perverted old bastards.

Mavis grimaced at the reporter’s apparent delight in her subject matter.

Sophie gaped at Ida, a sly grin causing the corners of her eyes to appear to spread out like a fan. “I remember the day you came home from the pervert’s place, or, to be more precise, the real Dr. Sameer’s house. You said something about there was more to the story. Something about telling us later. Do you recall saying that?” Sophie questioned Ida as though she were a government agent contemplating using enhanced interrogation techniques.

Ida’s eyes bulged. “Sophie, has anyone ever told you that you have no class or manners?” Ida held a hand out in front of her. “Don’t answer that. Of course they have. I’m sure I have. You’re nosy, too.” Ida tilted her chin up a notch.

“Toots, don’t you remember Ida telling us there was more to this story? That someday she might tell us? I have a pretty good memory. I know that’s what she said.”

Toots wiped a string of cheese off her plate with a fingertip. “Well, it does seem like there was more to the story, I agree. But I’m not sure I even want to know what it is. I might get sick or something.” Toots’s last words were drawn out, her acquired Southern drawl even more pronounced than normal.

Enjoying the attention, Ida cast an evil grin at Sophie. “How much is it worth to you?”

As Toots threw her head back and roared with laughter, Mavis reached down for Coco, who’d been hovering at her heels. Sophie waved both of her middle fingers out in front of her as if they were the answer for everything. More laughter.

“I wouldn’t give you jack, Ida. You should know better than that. I’m saving my five million dollars for something worthwhile. Your sex-apades aren’t worth it. I’m betting even The Enquirer wouldn’t give you an Indian nickel. It’s not like you’re famous or anything.”

Ida took a deep breath. “If you’re all so concerned—no, if you’re all that nosy—I guess I’d better tell you what happened firsthand,” Ida said. “So you’ll get the truth the first time. I’m sure any paper would love to get their hands on this story. So now, before I reveal anything, I need each of you to promise me something.” Ida glared at the three of them.

Their heads bobbed up and down like apples in a tub of water.

“And just like we’ve been doing since seventh grade, I want you to seal this with our secret handshake. Is it a deal or not?” Ida asked, her tone more serious than it had been minutes before.

One by one, each woman placed a hand on top of Ida’s. When the four hands were placed on top of each other, they tossed them high in the air, shouting, “When you’re good, you’re good.”

“Now that you have our sworn secrecy, it’s time to spill the beans,” Sophie announced.

“All right. As you all may recall, I was quite upset when the taxi dropped me off that day. I tell you, I was in utter shock! That man took me for an idiot, but thank goodness I came to my senses,” Ida said before getting to the really juicy details she’d promised.

“Okay, so you were in shock. Now tell us what actually happened,” Sophie insisted.

Mavis adjusted Coco on her newly slender lap, Toots refilled their wineglasses with the last of the Cabernet Sauvignon, and Sophie drummed her fingers across the tabletop. Ida was queen of the moment.

“Well, you all know what I caught him doing. That much is public knowledge. At least no one can accuse me of wearing granny panties.”

“Didn’t he steal and sniff those lacy red and black ones you found in his pile of lingerie?” Sophie questioned, a huge grin on her face.

“Yes, they were red and black, and before you ask, they were clean.”

Sophie smiled, sneering. “So Patel must’ve been disappointed when he realized you hadn’t left your . . . scent behind.”

“Ugh, that’s enough, Sophie! We don’t need to know that,” Mavis said.

“She’s right. Be quiet, Sophie, so Ida can finish the story. I don’t want to spend the rest of the night discussing this sick, perverted man,” Toots said.

“Sure you do,” Sophie teased. “Okay, finish the story so Toots’s virgin ears won’t fall off.”

Toots gave Sophie the finger.

“I’d been so upset the night before, at dinner. I assumed Sammy, uh . . . Patel was going to propose. He’d laid the foundation. What was I supposed to think? I thought we were going out for a romantic dinner. Then we wound up at the house.”

Impatiently, Toots spoke up. “We know all that. Just tell us what you were so ashamed of.”

“You’re almost as bad as she is,” Ida complained, nodding toward Sophie. “I remembered calling Russ, my banker, asking him to transfer three million dollars. That should have been a warning sign, but I wasn’t listening with my brain.”

“When do you ever?” Sophie interjected.

“Shut up! For Pete’s sake, you’re the one who wanted to hear this personal story so badly. Yet you can’t keep your mouth closed for more than three seconds. Go on, Ida. I’ll jap-slap her if she interrupts you again,” Toots threatened.

“Thank you,” Ida replied. “I should’ve known something was off when I asked for his banking information and he had it written out on a slip of paper ready in his pocket, as if he knew I was going to lend him the money. I remember being a bit disappointed when he accepted my offer. Of course, in hindsight, I know that was my instincts trying to tell me something, but I was too enamored of that idiot to listen.

“Once I got over the initial shock of seeing him”—Ida shook her head, disgusted—“sniffing his collection of unmentionables, I ran back into his bedroom. I remember being shocked and so thirsty I could’ve drunk an entire gallon of water. I was trying to gather myself, decide what to do next, when Sammy, Patel, whatever he calls himself, came into the room. He called out my name. I recall thinking I was screwed.” Ida smiled at the expressions on her friends’ faces as they cottoned to her play on words, then, chuckling to herself, continued with her story.

“When I came out of the bathroom, he was lying on the bed, naked as a newborn babe. The next thing I saw . . . was his thing. He’d been fondling himself.” Ida had the good grace to blush.

Laughter bubbled up from the three women.

“What came next?” Sophie questioned. “Get it?” she added.

Ida shot her a twisted smile. “Do you want to hear the rest or not? If you continue to interrupt me, I’m not going to finish the story.”

“Leave her alone, Sophie. This is starting to get really good,” Toots said.

Ida resumed her tale. “It was obvious he’d been vigorously entertaining himself while I was in the bathroom. Looking back, I’m sure it was the panty sniffing that got him all hot and bothered, certainly not anticipation at being with me. As soon as he saw me, he told me to undress . . . and, of course, I did. I stripped down. Fortunately, I only got as far as my bra and panties. I . . . oh, this is so embarrassing.” Ida paused, her humiliation no longer as funny as it seemed a minute ago.

For once, Sophie kept her trap shut. Mavis rubbed Coco between the ears. Toots simply waited while Ida composed herself.

“He asked me to . . . finish him off, and I almost died right there on the spot. I would rather have French-kissed Aaron Spelling’s ghost. I told him to ‘relieve himself,’ and the SOB did . . . well, almost, and right in front of me! He asked me to watch. I was so mortified, I ran out of the bedroom, outside to the deck, where that nasty Mohammed gaped at me like I was a Playboy Bunny. I was so ashamed, but I stood there and let him rake his eyes up and down. I was not going to give him the satisfaction of knowing how humiliated I was. That little tramp Amala finally went inside for her robe, which I gratefully slipped on before I went back in to retrieve my purse and, of course, to put my clothes back on. The rest you know.” Ida exhaled. “You have no idea how glad I am that that’s finished.”

Sophie perked right up. “Did old Patel ever finish, you know, get his rocks off?”

Ida’s face looked as though she’d sucked a lemon. “Do you have to be so graphic? Really.”

“I was just curious,” Sophie shot back.

Before Ida could reply, the telephone rang, jarring them all. Toots answered on the third ring.

“Abby, I’m so glad you called,” Toots said loudly, letting the others know it was Abby so they wouldn’t say anything that could be overheard. “You can’t imagine what . . . well, never mind,” Toots said into the receiver.

Ida, Mavis, and Sophie waited with bated breath for Toots to finish her phone call.

“Yes, of course. I’ll tell her,” Toots said, then clicked off. “Abby says to tell her three godmothers hi, and she loves you all.”

Toots returned to the table.

“Don’t ever tell Abby about this . . . thing. I would die if she were to think of her godmother as a . . . floozy,” Ida pleaded.

“Abby knows you’re loose,” Sophie said matter-of-factly.

“Sophie, enough. I wish you would learn to filter your words. You’re just mean,” Toots said.

“I should never have told you about this. Sophie, you’re not going to let me live this one down, are you?” Ida’s eyes filled with tears. “I should go back to New York City. At least I won’t be known as the former lover of a . . . pervert.”

Upset, Ida shoved her plate to the side before downing the last of her wine. Ida blew her nose on the royal blue napkin. “I shouldn’t allow myself to get so wrapped up in a man. It’s not like you all haven’t reminded me of this often enough. If this is what it takes to help me swear off men for a while, then it’s what I’m going to do.” Ida’s expression grew serious. “Toots, should I go home?”

“Maybe we should make a quick trip to Charleston. Bernice keeps asking when I’m coming home, and I keep telling her soon. I can’t put her off forever. And you . . .” Toots glared at Sophie with a wicked grin. “You have got to take that old bag and leave her in the drawer once in a while. I know it’s hard, but you’re gonna have to try. For all our sakes. Especially Abby’s.”

Sophie’s olive skin turned maroon. “Don’t you use Abby that way! She would be ashamed of you, Toots. I’m surprised that you would stoop that low. Yes, I am an old bag at times, and yes, I will try to tone it down a bit. For Abby. Just so you know.”

“Good. Then it’s settled. We’re going to Charleston—that is, if you all want to. I can’t force any of you,” Toots said. “However, if you’d rather stay here, this is your home, too. We’ve been friends for more than fifty years. I refuse to allow that slimy crotch sniffer to disrupt our lives any more than he has already. For all his perversity, that aside, he is the one responsible for curing you of your obsession with germs. We have to keep that uppermost in our minds.”

Toots stood and headed for the sliders that led to the deck. “Now I am going to smoke. Sophie, would you care to join me?” she asked before slipping outside.
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