

[image: e9780758279774_cover.jpg]






Garlands of Praise for Sara Rosett and the Ellie Avery Series!

MISTLETOE, MERRIMENT, AND MURDER

 


“Sara Rosett’s Ellie Avery series is a winner. Rosett always delivers a terrific mystery with believable characters and lots of heart. The insider look at the life of a military spouse makes this series a fascinating read. I look forward to each new book.”

—Denise Swanson, New York Times best-selling author of the Scumble River and Devereaux’s Dime mystery series

“Intriguing characters, a strong setting, more than a dash of humor and a suspenseful plot that ably keeps us guessing until the end.... Yet, what places air force wife Ellie Avery at the top of my list are the poignant descriptions of what military families face every day.”

—Katherine Hall Page, Agatha Award–winning author of The Body in the Boudoir

 


MIMOSAS, MISCHIEF, AND MURDER

 


“What fun is a funeral without a corpse? Ellie Avery steps into snooping mode, and not a moment too soon.... Rosett’s grasp of the minutiae of mommyhood is excellent.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A winning mystery . . . A rumor of hidden money, secret letters from a famous recluse, a fire, a threatening message, and a crazed gunman add to the cozy mischief.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Charm, Southern sass, and suspense abound in the sixth delightful cozy mystery in Sara Rosett’s series featuring Ellie Avery—mom, military wife, part-time professional organizer, and amateur sleuth.”

—Fresh Fiction

“A nifty mystery . . . Fans of TV’s Air Force Wives will especially appreciate Ellie, a smart crime solver who successfully navigates the challenges of military life.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Some cozies just hit on all cylinders, and Rosett’s Ellie Avery titles are among the best. Her books recall the early Carolyn Hart.”

—Library Journal

“Tightly constructed with many well-fitted, suspenseful turns, and flows like a country creek after an all-day rain.”

—Shine

 


MAGNOLIAS, MOONLIGHT, AND MURDER

 


“Rosett’s engaging fourth Mom Zone mystery finds super-efficient crime-solver Ellie Avery living in a new subdivision in North Dawkins, GA . . . Some nifty party tips help keep the sleuthing on the cozy side.”

—Publishers Weekly

 


GETTING AWAY IS DEADLY

 


“No mystery is a match for the likable, efficient Ellie, who unravels this multilayered plot with skill and class.”

—Romantic Times Book Reviews (four stars)

“Getting Away Is Deadly keeps readers moving down some surprising paths—and on the edge of their chairs—until the very end.”

—Cozy Library

 


STAYING HOME IS A KILLER

 


“If you like cozy mysteries that have plenty of action and lots of suspects and clues, Staying Home Is a Killer will be a fun romp through murder and mayhem. This is a mystery with a ‘mommy lit’ flavor. . . . A fun read.”

—Armchair Interviews

“Thoroughly entertaining. The author’s smooth, succinct writing style enables the plot to flow effortlessly until its captivating conclusion.”

—Romantic Times Book Reviews (four stars)

 


MOVING IS MURDER

 


“A fun debut for an appealing young heroine.”

—Carolyn Hart, author of the Death on Demand mystery series

“A squadron of suspects, a unique setting, and a twisted plot will keep you turning pages!”

—Nancy J. Cohen, author of the Bad Hair Day mystery series

“Everyone should snap to attention and salute this fresh new voice.”

—Denise Swanson, nationally best-selling author of the Scumble River mystery series

“An absorbing read that combines sharp writing and tight plotting with a fascinating peek into the world of military wives. Jump in!”

—Cynthia Baxter, author of the Reigning Cats & Dogs mystery series

“Reading Sara Rosett’s Moving Is Murder is like making a new friend—I can’t wait to brew a pot of tea and read all about sleuth Ellie Avery’s next adventure!”

—Leslie Meier, author of the Lucy Stone mystery series

“Mayhem, murder, and the military! Rosett is an author to watch.”

—Alesia Holliday, author of the December Vaughn mystery series
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Chapter One

Wednesday

 


“Look at me, Mom,” squeaked a voice beside me. I glanced up from the green frosting I was slathering on a Christmas tree–shaped sugar cookie and saw my five-year-old son, Nathan, wearing the pale blue bed sheet that I’d made into a shepherd costume for the annual children’s Christmas pageant. I had accomplished this sewing feat despite the fact that I’m not exactly handy with a needle and thread. Until a few weeks ago, fabric glue had been my go-to option when it came to creating Halloween costumes, but the pageant with its numerous rehearsals coupled with Nathan’s rather energetic nature called for something sturdier. I was still stunned that it had worked. I’d actually made sleeves. I was grateful that zippers would have been anachronistic.

With the loose folds that draped around his neck and the strand of rope that Mitch had found in the garage for a belt, Nathan had looked authentically pastoral. Now, though, Nathan had the neckline hitched up over his head into a tight-fitting hood that dropped almost below his eyes. He held his shepherd crook—a converted broomstick—horizontally in a fierce two-handed grip. “Luke, come over to the dark side,” he said in a breathy whisper and swished his “light saber” back and forth.

I closed my eyes for a moment, half frustrated and half entertained. “Honey, I don’t have time to play Star Wars right now.” We’d had a marathon viewing session of the original Star Wars trilogy after Thanksgiving dinner this year and the movies had made a huge impression on Nathan. “Remember, I’ve got company coming. Daddy’s taking you and Livvy to get a pizza, so you need to go change.”

He whipped the hood off his head and his dark brown eyes, so much like Mitch’s, sparkled. “Really?”

“Yep. And, no, you can’t take your shepherd’s crook with you,” I called out after his retreating back.

With a quick glance at the clock, I went back to frosting cookies, slapping the icing on as fast as I could. I had two hours before the squadron spouse club descended on our house and I still had to make the cider, move chairs, start some music, light candles, check the bathroom for toothpaste blobs in the sink, and wrap my present.

Livvy strode into the kitchen, her ponytail bouncing. At least she wasn’t in her angel costume. She had a book in the crook of her arm, her butterfly-shaped purse slung over her shoulder, and a coat of clear lip gloss on her rosebud mouth. “I don’t see why I can’t stay here,” she said as she plunked down on a bar stool. She’d had a growth spurt during the summer and I still couldn’t believe how tall my eight-year-old was. She tugged at the cuffs of her sweatshirt, which was sprinkled with sparkly snowflakes. “I mean, I understand why Nathan and Dad have to go—they’re boys, but I’m a girl. I should get to stay, too, right?”

“Well, honey, it’s all grown-ups. Truthfully, I think you’d be bored. We’re just going to eat and talk.”

“And open presents,” she said accusingly.

“Another reason you can’t stay,” I said gently. “You don’t have a present for the gift exchange and everyone has to have one for the game to work.”

“But they’re just white elephant gifts,” she said quickly. “You said the rule was they had to be worth nothing and as horrible as possible.”

Of course she was quoting me exactly. Our kids had excellent recall for statements Mitch and I had made—certain special selections only, usually having to do with promises of ice cream and other special treats. Christmas was just weeks away and Livvy and Nathan were in agony. It seemed each day another package arrived in the mail for the kids from our far-flung extended families. It wasn’t easy for them to watch the presents pile up and know it would be weeks before they could open anything. “I could find something in my room to give away,” she said in a wheedling tone.

“I’m sure you could, but you’re not staying tonight. You’re going with Dad,” I said in a firmer voice. The lure of opening a present—even a white elephant gift—was a heavy draw for her, but since no other kids had been invited, I didn’t think it was right to let Livvy stay.

“But, Mom—” The garage door rumbled up. Rex, our rottweiler—who might look intimidating, but had a sweet temperament and would slobber all over anyone who’d let him—shot through the kitchen, scrambling across the tile, then the wood floor, legs flailing. He met Mitch at the door with his typical enthusiasm, wiggling and whining a greeting. Livvy hopped off her bar stool and gripped Mitch’s waist to hug him and Nathan flew into the kitchen shouting, “Dad’s home! Dad’s home! We’re going to get a pizza!”

Mitch hugged the kids, scratched Rex’s ears, and gave me a kiss, all while setting down his lunch box and leather jacket. He told the kids to get their coats on while he changed out of his flight suit. A few minutes later, he was back in the kitchen in a rugby shirt and jeans, reaching over my shoulder for a carrot stick. “Looks good in here,” he said.

I was shaking red sprinkles over the cookies before the frosting set, but I paused and glanced into the living room and the dining room. Sweeps of evergreen garland dotted with tiny white Christmas lights, red bows, and creamy white magnolias decorated the mantel of our gas fireplace. The Christmas tree stood in the corner of the dining room by the window with an assortment of gleaming ornaments interspersed with the homemade ornaments that the kids had made at school. Fat vanilla and cranberry candles in islands of evergreen were scattered over the tables and a potpourri of tiny pine cones, holly, and evergreen scented the air. “It does look good,” I said, half surprised. “I’ve been so focused on checking off each item from my to-do list that I haven’t stepped back and taken in the whole picture.”

“Imagine that. You, focused on a to-do list,” Mitch said, and I swatted his arm with the dish towel.

He dodged the flick of the towel as I said, “It looks great because I focused on that list.” Mitch had some . . . issues with my list-making habits. He preferred the looser, more relaxed approaches to life. I liked to know exactly where I was going and what I had to do to get there.

He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Right. You’re right. Without the list, we’d be lost.”

“That’s right,” I said, smiling because I knew he was humoring me.

He grinned back and let the subject drop. We’d been married long enough that we both knew that neither of us was going to change our outlook on life. Agree to disagree, that was our motto—at least it was our motto where to-do lists were concerned.

He bit into a cookie, then asked, “Tell me again why you’re hosting this thing? I thought you’d sworn off squadron parties after my promotion party.”

I cringed. “Don’t remind me,” I said grimly. That promotion party was a squadron legend. “I said I’d host this party in a moment of weakness. Amy was supposed to do it, but her mom went into the hospital.” I squared my shoulders. “This party is going to be different from the promotion party—nice and normal. Dull, even. Just good food, conversation, and presents.”

“No flaming turkey fryer?” Mitch asked with a straight face. I rolled the dish towel again and he moved out of my range.

“No,” I said as I went back to arranging the cookies on a platter. I transferred the platter to the dining-room table. Mitch followed me and began massaging my shoulders.

“I’m sure it will work out fine,” he said, all teasing gone from his tone.

“Thanks.” I felt my shoulders relaxing under his fingers. I wasn’t a natural hostess. I worried too much and spun myself into knots. His arms closed around me. It felt so good to lean into his sturdiness. Five more weeks, I thought, then immediately banished the thought. Mitch’s turn for a deployment was coming up in January and I was doing my best to avoid thinking about him leaving—I hated when he had to leave for months on end—but the deployment was always there in the back of my mind.

I heard the kids coming down the hall and twisted around for a quick kiss. “Y’all better hit the road. The spouses will get here soon and I still have to change,” I said, lifting my shoulder to indicate my flour-spattered sweatshirt and worn jeans.

“I could help you with that,” Mitch said with a wicked gleam in his eye.

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Livvy standing in the kitchen, attempting to juggle her mittens. Nathan was running in circles around Rex, who was patiently watching him despite having his stubby tail stepped on.

“I don’t think so,” I said. With a significant glance at the kids, I lowered my voice. “I doubt that would speed things up.”

“That’s the whole idea. Speed is overrated,” Mitch whispered before he glanced up at the sprigs of mistletoe I’d hung from the chandelier with red ribbon, then gave me a lingering kiss.

“I see your point,” I said. “We’ll have to finish this . . . discussion . . . later.”

“Yes we will,” Mitch said before herding the kids out the door to the car.

I hurried off to change into my favorite deep green sweater with the oversized turtleneck collar and a pair of tailored pants. I managed to get through the rest of my to-do list before my best friend, Abby, arrived.

“Don’t panic,” she announced, opening the front door. “I’m early. Here.” She handed me two poinsettia plants. “I have more in the car.” She spun around, her dark, curly hair flying over the fuzzy edging of the hood on her coat.

She’d brought ten plants, which we spaced around the house for the final touch of festiveness. Once those were in place, she made a final trip to her car and returned with a present and a peppermint cheesecake. “I’m so looking forward to this,” she said, stripping off her coat and gloves. With her generous smile and curvy figure, she looked spectacular in a white sweater, black pencil skirt, and high-heeled boots.

I deposited her gift under the tree along with my hastily wrapped present and asked, “The third-graders are getting to you?” Abby taught at the nearby elementary.

She rolled her eyes to the ceiling and managed to look both worn-out and guilty at the same time. “They’re so sweet, but eight hours of knock-knock jokes? And then when I get home, all Charlie wants to talk about is how much better front-loaders are than dump trucks.”

“Is Jeff out of touch again?” I asked. Abby’s husband, a pilot like Mitch, was currently on a deployment to an unnamed location in the Middle East. Communication between the deployed location and spouses at home was generally pretty good. There were morale calls, which were usually filled with static and an annoying time delay that made conversation challenging, but it was always good to hear that familiar voice on the phone. And now online video made staying close so much easier, but there were often stretches of time when the guys couldn’t communicate for days, maybe weeks, at a time, depending on what they were doing.

“Yeah. I haven’t talked to him for four days. There’s nothing going on—no bad news, so I know he’s just on a mission.”

I nodded. You became quite good at reading between the lines of newscasts when you were a military spouse. “Tonight should be a good break for you. I promise there won’t be one knock-knock joke. Come on, you can stir the cider and talk about anything you want while I light the candles,” I said, leading the way to the kitchen.

“Enough about me, for now. This smells divine.” Abby leaned over the simmering saucepan. “What’s going on with you?”

I picked up the candle lighter from the counter and flicked it on. “I didn’t get the organizing job for the schools.” I’d heard through Abby that the North Dawkins school district was looking for an independent contractor to create and implement paper saving strategies throughout the district to help them cut costs.

“Why not?” Abby asked. “You’re the best organizer in North Dawkins. How could they not hire you?”

I focused on the small explosion of flame around the wick of one of the candles as it lit. “No, up until a few months ago, I was the only organizer in North Dawkins. That doesn’t mean I was the best.”

Abby gave the cider a vigorous stir that sent it sloshing around the pan. “You’re the best. I know how hard you work. And you’re good. Don’t get down on yourself. They probably had to delay the decision, or they lost the funding for it in the budget cuts—that happens all the time.”

Another wick flared. “Gabrielle Matheson got the job.”

Abby sucked in a breath. “No! How do you know? She didn’t call to gloat, did she?”

I moved to the candles in the living room. “No, I don’t think even she would be that tacky.”

“I wouldn’t put it past her,” Abby murmured.

Freshly divorced and with two kids in college, Gabrielle had supposedly moved from Atlanta to North Dawkins for a fresh start. I knew her sister, Jean Williams, through the squadron spouse club. Jean’s husband had retired from the air force, but Jean still attended some spouse club events—“the fun ones, anyway,” was how she put it with a smile. Gabrielle had told everyone that she’d moved to North Dawkins so she could be near her sister, but I knew there was another reason. Atlanta was thick with organizers, but there was only one professional organizer between Macon and Valdosta—me. Or, there had been only one until Gabrielle arrived.

Gabrielle had called to introduce herself. Networking, she’d said. Her southern accent had oozed through the phone line, “Us professional organizers have to stick together.”

I’d jumped at the idea, thinking it would be great to have someone in town to knock around ideas with. I’d even pitched my latest service to her, consulting with new organizers and helping them set up their businesses. I’d hoped this new venture would take off and I could eventually transition to full-time consulting so that when our next move came, I wouldn’t have to start over from scratch again with zero clients. So far, I had two “newbie” organizers in two different states that I was working with long distance, via e-mail and social networking.

“Oh, honey,” Gabrielle had said with a throaty laugh. “I don’t need your help. I’m an old hand at organizing.” She’d immediately switched to a new topic. “I think we should start a local chapter here,” she had said, referring to the national association of organizers that we both belonged to. “Since you’re so busy with your established clients—and I know you have little kids, too—I’d be happy to be president. Don’t worry, you don’t have to do anything. I’ll take care of everything.”

She’d signed off quickly and I’d been left with my mouth open and a dial tone buzzing in my ear. In the two months since she’d moved to North Dawkins, Gabrielle had managed to vacuum up quite a few of my new client leads and she’d also poached one of my most affluent regular clients, Stephanie, who, at one time, had my number on her speed dial. Two weeks after Gabrielle moved to town, Stephanie had called to let me know she wouldn’t need me anymore.

“That’s three jobs now where she’s beat me out,” I said, exasperated, as I returned to the kitchen and pulled mugs out of the cabinet for the cider.

“Here. Let me do that. You don’t want to chip anything,” Abby said. “How did you find out you didn’t get the school district job?”

“Candy called me.” I’d met Candy when I created storage solutions for a nonprofit group where she worked. She was in her forties, wore huge hoop earrings that always matched her clothes, chomped on gum nonstop, and had a bossy, tough-love kind of personality. She’d left the nonprofit and was now working in the school district office as an administrative assistant. “All she could say was that the director didn’t pick my proposal. She asked me to call her back tonight, but I don’t think I’ll have time.” I glanced at my watch. It was almost six.

“Oh, go. Call her. I’ll get the door if anyone comes while you’re on the phone,” Abby said.

Candy answered on the first ring. She sounded slightly out of breath. “Just walked in the door from work. Now, you didn’t hear this from me, and I can’t say much, but I thought you should know what’s going on. You’re a good sort, the kind to get run over in a thing like this, so . . . officially, Gabrielle got the job because she has more hours available to work each week. Theoretically, she can get it done faster and she had a reference from a school in Peachtree City, which never returned my calls, so I couldn’t verify she’d worked for them. She supposedly ran an organizing seminar for the teachers and revamped the school’s workroom, which counted as more suitable experience than the organizing you’ve done for individuals.”

“But even if I don’t have experience organizing for a school—”

“I know, honey, I know. I’ve seen you work. You would have known exactly what to do. Anyway, that’s all neither here nor there. What really made the difference was as soon as Gabrielle came in the office she schmoozed old Rodrick. That first morning, she just happened to have brought an extra latte, vanilla and skim milk, no less.”

Rodrick Olsen was the superintendent. Candy’s voice took on a gushy tone. “And wasn’t that the biggest coincidence in the world? That she’d brought Rodrick’s favorite? And didn’t Rodrick look sharp in his pinstripe?” Her voice lost its sickeningly sweet exaggerated southern drawl. She was spot-on in her imitation. Back in her normal, rather gruff voice, Candy said, “Gawd, it was sickening. And he ate it up, let me tell you. She suggested lunch at The Grille, so she could completely understand all his needs.” There was a clanking, which I assumed was Candy’s big hoop earring clattering against the phone in her agitation. “So there you are. Just wanted you to know what you’re up against—flirty schmoozing.”

My heart sank. “I can’t do flirty schmoozing. And I don’t want to have to do that to get jobs.”

“Don’t worry, honey, she’s the type of woman that men fall all over themselves for, but women will see right through her, just like I did. What goes around, comes around. Just be aware of what you’re up against when you’re both competing for the same job and the person making the decision is a male.”

The doorbell chimed. “I’ve got to go. Thanks, Candy.”

“Sure thing,” Candy said. “You be sweet now.”

Despite the plunge in my self-confidence, I had to grin at Candy’s signature southern good-bye. “Bye, Candy.”

Petite, pixielike Nadia, with her short, brown hair and elfin face, followed Abby into the kitchen. Nadia was one of the most intensely perky people I knew, which I figured was an asset for a first-grade teacher. She and Abby taught at the same school. Nadia was carrying a glass pan of fudge and had her camera bag slung over her shoulder. She was the official squadron photographer, but her photographs went way beyond the amateur level. She’d recently sold some of her photos of the local pumpkin patch to a regional magazine. She wore a cranberry-colored boiled wool jacket with black piping over a snowy white shell and black skirt. Personally, I thought she took coordination of her clothing a little too far—she and her two daughters always matched, down to the hefty bows that she placed in their hair. I was sure that if the girls had been with her tonight, they would have been in some sort of burgundy taffeta party dresses complete with matching bows.

“There’s been another one, did you hear?” Nadia asked as she handed the fudge to Abby and carefully set her camera bag on the counter.

“Another what?” I asked.

“Break-in,” she said, clearly delighted to have the scoop on us. I didn’t know how she did it, but Nadia always had the latest news on . . . well, just about everything. I thought she probably would have made an excellent investigative reporter, if she hadn’t liked teaching so much.

“Another spouse?” Abby said. “Who was it this time?”

Nadia’s expression turned somber. “Amy. They got in while she was at the hospital with her mom.”


Tips for a Sane and Happy Holiday Season

A niche industry has grown up around holiday organization. There are endless plastic boxes and bins designed specifically to hold holiday decorations. The only downside to these organizing aids is the expense involved. Sometimes it seems you can spend just as much on storing your holiday decorations as on the decorations themselves. Here are some cheap and easy storage solutions that won’t break your budget:


• Use Styrofoam egg cartons to store small, delicate ornaments.

• Look for plastic cord wrappers in the hardware section of your local superstore, which will usually be cheaper than the cord wrappers in the holiday section. Use these cord wrappers to wind lights, tinsel, and garland. Or, make your own cord wrappers out of sturdy pieces of rectangular-shaped cardboard.

• Save original ornament packaging and reuse at the end of the season.

• Wrap wreaths in plastic trash bags to prevent them from getting dusty, then hang in your storage area.







Chapter Two

“How terrible,” I said.

“That’s low,” Abby said, emphatically. “Can you imagine targeting someone whose mother is in the hospital? Who would do that?”

Nadia and I exchanged a look. “It has to be someone in the squadron, doesn’t it?” I said, voicing what we were thinking.

“It could all be a coincidence,” Nadia said, doubt edging her voice.

“You guys worry too much,” Abby said. “Before this, there have only been two break-ins on base and one in North Dawkins. That’s not a pattern. That’s coincidence.”

“Still, I don’t like it. Robberies don’t happen on base very often. And, how likely is it that each one of those break-ins was at a house where the husband was deployed?” Nadia asked with a frown.

“Not every break-in,” Abby countered. “Amy’s husband isn’t deployed.”

“But she and Cody were away in Atlanta, with her mom, at the hospital. That means someone knew her house would be more vulnerable, like the others.”

“It is strange,” I said. “When did it happen?”

“At night, like the others,” Nadia said, raising her eyebrows. “They drove to Atlanta in the evening. Amy came back the next morning to pick up a few things and found the back door open.”

Abby rolled her eyes. “Isn’t that when robberies usually happen—in the dead of night?”

I ignored her. “Do you know what was taken?”

“I heard a laptop computer, MP3 players, and some cash,” Nadia said.

“It does sound like the others,” I said. The other robberies had all taken place during the night and small but valuable electronics and money were taken.

The doorbell rang and I hurried off to answer it. I swung the door wide and said, “Hi, Marie.”

Her head was nowhere near the door frame, but she ducked a little anyway as she stepped inside. I guess being six-foot-two probably made you overly cautious about door frames. Marie said hello softly and stopped short in the entryway, like she wasn’t sure what to do. She pushed a swath of her long orangy-red bangs out of her eyes and looked around the house. Her slightly protruding eyes seemed to widen even more. “Your house is lovely . . . so pretty . . . so clean. I don’t know if I want you coming to my house tomorrow, after all,” she said with a nervous laugh.

Despite being in her late twenties, Marie had the gangly arms and legs of a teen, which didn’t really go with her more stocky midsection. It was horrible, but every time I saw her I was reminded of the Sesame Street character, Big Bird. It had to be a combination of her height, her soft-spoken manner, and the mismatch of her stringy arms and legs combined with her thicker core. I quickly tried to banish that association from my mind. You know you’ve been watching too much children’s television when it starts to influence how you see people.

“Oh, don’t worry. This is definitely not the normal state of our house. There are usually toys and books everywhere.” I had an organizing consultation scheduled for tomorrow with Marie and I was afraid that with her timid and hesitant manner, she might cancel. “Come have some food and let me take your gift and coat.”

After a slight hesitation, she reluctantly released the red package. I wondered if she was thinking about leaving, claiming some forgotten appointment or errand, but then she smiled nervously and handed me her coat. I sent her into the kitchen and made a mental note to check on her later to make sure she was having a good time.

Everyone seemed to arrive at once and soon the sound of conversation and laughter began to drown out Mannheim Steamroller’s “Deck the Halls.” I was in the kitchen chatting laboriously with Marie—yes, she and her husband had been assigned to the squadron almost a year ago; yes, they liked it here; no, she didn’t like it that he was deployed; yes, she was looking for a job—when I heard Abby call my name, I excused myself, glad for the interruption.

I hurried through the crowded room to her. “What’s wrong?” I asked.

Abby was frowning. “I wanted to warn you. Gabrielle is here.”

“What? Why would she be here?”

“Jean brought her,” Abby said. My eyebrows shot up and Abby hurriedly said, “What could I do? They came in with a big group. I couldn’t let Jean in and turn her sister away, could I?”

“No, but I wish you had.” I knew I was being unreasonable, but I couldn’t help it. “Abby, that woman is sabotaging my business. I haven’t even told you what Candy said about her.”

“Oh, Ellie, sugar,” a syrupy voice, dripping with long southern vowels, sounded behind me, “Your house is—um—charming. So cute and domestic. It must be just perfect for your little family. It’s so nice of you to host this party at the last minute, even though it’s quite a squeeze in here. And I love all this neutral paint. It must make decorating a breeze.”

Wow—had she just said my house was too small and that it was bland? I gritted my teeth, determined to be nice. I would take the high road.

Jean was standing slightly behind Gabrielle and I thought I was seeing double for a moment. I hadn’t realized how strong a resemblance there was between the sisters. I’d met Gabrielle at a chamber of commerce meeting, so I knew what she looked like and I’d had plenty of interactions with Jean through the squadron, but I hadn’t seen them together. Side by side, they looked not just like sisters, but more like twins. There were differences in their style of dress and—more prominently—in their attitudes, but they were both the same height and had black hair, green eyes, and heart-shaped faces with high Slavic cheekbones.

Jean stepped around Gabrielle and handed me a plate of brownies iced in swirls of chocolate frosting. “Hi, Ellie. I invited Gabrielle along tonight so she can meet more people.” Jean’s dark hair, which was threaded through with strands of gray, was pulled back into a low ponytail held in place by a rubber band. Under her quilted down coat and wool scarf of neutral brown tones, she wore jeans and a green sweatshirt embroidered with elves.

In contrast to Jean’s unfussy clothes and faint makeup, Gabrielle looked incredibly stylish, if a little overblown, in a Christmas ribbon–red wrap dress with a plunging neckline and black heels. Her makeup was thorough and flawless, her dark hair—no glint of gray anywhere—floated about her face in luxurious waves, and the scent of lilies drifted around her.

“Um, yes, I know. Here, let me put those gifts under the tree. Help yourself to some food,” I said as I escaped. Really, how could I have thought they were alike? Now that I looked at them, I kept seeing differences—Jean had plain, short-trimmed fingernails. Gabrielle’s long, acrylic nails were polished a glossy red. After introducing Gabrielle to everyone, Jean filled a plate with food and plunked down on the couch beside Nadia. Gabrielle avoided the food, except for a few carrot sticks. There was also a sensual air about Gabrielle that was completely absent from Jean. The plunging neckline of the dress, the flowery scent, and the way she held herself—one hand on her thrust-out hip—looked almost as if she were expecting a photographer to pop out and snap her picture.

Impatient with myself, I shook my head. Stop being catty, I told myself, and went to get more napkins. I couldn’t help but notice that Gabrielle was the center of attention wherever she was. She drew people to her. There was a sort of energy and sparkle about her. No wonder Rodrick had been captivated by her.

Everyone had arrived and the party was in full swing. I cruised through the house, chatting and making sure everyone had food. Abby was slowly herding everyone into the living room so the gift exchange could begin. I filled a plate for myself and hurried into the kitchen to get a mug of cider. The kitchen was empty except for Gabrielle and Marie, who were on the far side by the breakfast table. Gabrielle, who had her back toward me, pressed a business card into Marie’s hand. “You should give me a call.” Gabrielle spoke quietly, but I could still hear her. “My hours are much more flexible than Ellie’s and I’ll give you a twenty percent discount on whatever she quotes you.”

Marie shot a guilty glance at me, then said, “That’s okay—I’ve already got an appointment, with Ellie, I mean. I’ll just keep that.” Marie shifted around the back of the table and quickly escaped into the living room.

Furious, I slapped my plate and mug down on the counter and marched over to Gabrielle. “I can’t believe you did that.” I was so angry my hands were shaking and there was a tremble in my voice.

Gabrielle glanced languidly over her shoulder at me, then turned to face me with a little sigh. “Ellie, sugar,” she said in a long-suffering voice, “don’t be upset. It’s just business. A little friendly competition.”

Words burbled up inside me, but when I’m upset, I get tongue-tied and all I could do was sputter, “Friendly? That’s not friendly!”

“There are plenty of clients to go around for both of us,” she said in that infuriatingly calm tone.

“Then why are you poaching mine? You’re intentionally going after them, I know it!”

“I can’t help it if they’re not satisfied with your services, now can I?”

The muscles in my core tensed and I felt my face flush. “What you’re doing is wrong. You and I both know that.” I stepped toward her. “I’m a nice person, but I will not let you do this to me.”

Gabrielle’s gaze shifted from my face to the living room. Our house had an open floor plan and I suddenly realized everyone in the living room could see us arguing. The only sound in the room was the faint strains of “Silent Night” playing in the background. Great. I briefly closed my eyes. Everyone had probably overheard us, too.

“Don’t worry, y’all,” Gabrielle called, addressing the room. I opened my eyes to see that she’d swept by me, picked up my mug of cider, and was strutting into the living room. “Just a professional disagreement—Ellie and I could go on all day debating decluttering strategies.”

Every head swung back toward me and I managed to force a smile to my lips. “I think it’s time to start the gift exchange.”

Abby jumped up. “Right! Okay, here’s the rules. Everyone draws a number . . .”

I tuned Abby out and busied myself cleaning up the kitchen. By the time I came back inside from emptying the trash, I felt calmer, and embarrassed, too. I couldn’t believe I’d let Gabrielle get me so riled. From now on, I would avoid her.

I slipped into the living room and watched the gift exchange until it was my turn to open a present. The game was complicated and involved options for swapping gifts and strategies to hang on to the gifts you wanted. I kept losing the gift I opened, a stationery set embossed with prints of holly and mistletoe. Most of the envelopes were missing, which was why it was a white elephant gift.

There were only a few presents left when Gabrielle opened a package that contained a flat box made of rough wood with a long opening a few inches wide near the bottom. “What is it?” she asked. “A birdhouse?”

“Sort of,” a spouse new to the squadron, Cecilia, replied. She was four months pregnant and worked out each day with the neighborhood stroller brigade, which despite having the name “Stroller Brigade,” was a neighborhood workout open to anyone who wanted to join. The stroller was optional and it was such a good cardio workout with a mix of lunges, squats, and push-ups for toning that I still joined them when I could. I had to hand it to Cecilia. There were some days when the power-walking workout left me exhausted. If I had tried to do that workout while I was pregnant, someone would have probably had to wheel me home in one of the strollers. But Cecilia always powered through the workout. She adjusted the portable—and broken—sewing machine that was on her lap. It was the gift she’d “won.” She pushed her glasses up her beaky nose and said, “It’s a bat house.”

I laughed out loud, along with everyone else, over the strange present.

“What?” Cecilia said. “Bats eat mosquitoes—they’re really good to have around.” An outdoor girl who’d grown up on a farm, she was still upset that she couldn’t ride a horse while she was pregnant.

By the time the dust had settled and the game was over, I’d lost the stationery set for good and was the owner of a three-inch-high Lucite paperweight. It was shaped like the classic round-cut diamond with a flat top and faceted sides that narrowed to a sharp point at the bottom. I recognized it. It had been a giveaway from a local insurance agent. His firm, Jim Excel Insurance Associates, was etched onto the top of the “diamond” along with a phone number. We’d had one a few years ago and, after taking it away from Livvy and Nathan several times because the point was so sharp it could cause major bodily injury, I’d tossed it in a box of charity donations. Now I had a new one.

“Oh, but that means I’m left with the bat house,” Gabrielle wailed with a pout when she realized she couldn’t swap with anyone else.

I thought the bat house was so deliciously appropriate for her. Every witch needs a few bats, right?

Nadia shook her head over the white elephant gift she’d won, a jigsaw puzzle of intricately detailed butterflies, which were repeated over and over again to make the puzzle even more difficult. There was a helpful note jotted on the box that stated several pieces were missing. “This one is way too hard for the girls—four hundred pieces—and it’s missing pieces. Imagine how frustrating that would be, to get to the end and not have all the pieces after all that work.”

Abby held up her prize, a wooden duck decoy, and said, “Well, at least I can decorate with this.” Trust Abby to come up with the white elephant gift that could legitimately be turned into home decor. She had great instincts when it came to arranging furniture and accents. I was sure she’d find a place for the duck on her mantel or on a bookshelf and it would look spectacular and no one would ever guess it had been a white elephant gift.

I turned to Marie, who’d won a figurine of an elf with a chipped nose. The hat was held on with a piece of tape. “Guess you can’t decorate with that.”

I expected her to laugh and agree with me, but she said earnestly, “I’ll find a place for it. I’m sure I can use it.”

I wasn’t quite sure what to say to that. How could you use an elf figurine? And a broken one, at that? Unless she planned on turning it into one of those funky found-art pieces that recycled trash into sculptures, I couldn’t think of anything.

Hannah, the low-key squadron commander’s wife, won a small painting with flaking paint and an elaborate frame. Unlike the last squadron commander’s wife, who’d become a close friend of mine, Hannah was so self-effacing and quiet that it was easy to overlook her, so I was almost surprised when she called for everyone’s attention at the end of the party. “Don’t forget the squadron Christmas party is coming up. It’ll be at the Peach Blossom Inn and we’re having a gift basket auction to raise money for a terrific local charity, Helping Hands.”

People began to drift back to the kitchen to grab another quick bite of food or refresh their drinks, but the party was waning. It wouldn’t be long before I was distributing coats and waving everyone off. I breathed an internal sigh of relief, a reaction to getting through the party with no major mishaps, except for the spat with Gabrielle, but that was nothing compared to the flaming disaster of our last party.

I relaxed into a newly vacated seat next to Jean and asked how her husband liked retirement. Simon’s last assignment had been at the squadron and he’d had a big retirement party during the summer.

“Loves it. He absolutely loves it.” She leaned toward me, confidingly. “I was so worried that he would go stir crazy with all that time on his hands, but he got involved with Helping Hands and between that and golf—he’s always busy.”

“What is he doing for Helping Hands?” I asked. I knew the local charity, located behind our church, had an annual food drive and ran a food bank all year long. They also built homes for low-income families. It was nothing like the scale of Habitat for Humanity, but I thought building even one or two houses a year was quite an accomplishment.

“He started out helping in the food pantry three days a week. It was like pulling teeth to get him to go with me the first time, but once he got involved, he loved it. He’s on the board as the financial manager now and does just about everything. And,” she leaned in a little closer, “Helping Hands just got a significant donation.” She raised her eyebrows for impact. “Significant. It’s really going to help. This year has been rough for so many people with the economy tanking the way it has. Donations have been down all year, but now it looks like we’ll be able to break ground on two new houses. Simon will probably have less free time than when he was on active duty.”

“That’s wonderful about the donation,” I said. “And you’re still doing your online resale business?” Jean combed through garage sales and other online auctions for items she could resell through her own online storefront.

“Yes.” Jean held up the white elephant gift I’d brought, a beat-up set of Hot Wheels toy cars, and said, “These will probably go fast.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No. I’ll put up a couple of nice photographs and price them right. They’ll probably be gone in a few hours. In fact, a lot of this stuff that people think is trash could sell,” she said.

Hannah held up the painting. “Even this?”

“Maybe,” Jean said. She didn’t sound so sure. “I could give it a try. Want me to list it?”

“Sure.”

Nadia and Cecilia handed off their gifts to Jean and I added the paperweight to the collection. An hour later, I was practically shoving Abby out the door. “I should stay and help you clean up,” she said.

“You already did. All I have left to do is start the dishwasher. Now, go on, you’ve got a babysitter to pay. And don’t forget to lock the house up tonight!”

I couldn’t hear her reply, but it sounded a bit like, “Yada, yada, yada.”

By the time Mitch came home and we got the kids in bed, then did the final post-party sweep of the house and talked a bit about our days, it was nearly one in the morning. I’d just relaxed into my pillow when the phone rang.

Abby’s voice had a tremor in it as she said, “Sorry to call so late. Don’t panic. Everything’s okay, well, except that I’ve been robbed.”




Chapter Three

“Robbed?” I sat up in bed. “Someone broke into your house?”

Mitch clicked on the lamp. I mouthed, “Abby,” at him so he’d know who I was talking to.

“It happened about forty-five minutes ago. I heard glass shatter and called nine-one-one. Whoever it was . . . they were gone before I got off the phone.”

“Oh my God, Abby,”

“I know. It was horrible, but we’re okay and the only thing they took was my cell phone and the GPS. I hate to ask this, but do you think Mitch could come over and board up my window? Jeff has some wood in the garage, but I’m hopeless with the tools. I don’t even know where he keeps the drill. There’s a cordless one . . . somewhere. I know it’s a drive for him and I could ask someone else here on base, but I hate to call and wake anyone else up. Not that I wanted to call you, because I know now I’ll never hear the end of this since you were right about the break-ins and I was wrong, so . . . you know . . . anyway, could he come over?”

“Yes, of course.” Abby might say she was okay, but I knew when she was jabbering away like this, it meant she was extremely upset. I relayed the request to Mitch; he nodded, and climbed out of bed. “You and Charlie should come back here tonight.” I glanced over at Mitch as he pulled an Air Force Academy sweatshirt over his head. I tilted the phone away from my mouth. “Okay with you if they stay here?”

“Sure, yeah. Jeff wouldn’t want them there by themselves.”

“In fact, pack some clothes and stay with us until Jeff gets back.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that—”

“Abby, come stay with us. It’s only a few more days until Jeff returns, right? So stay here with us until then.”

“Well, maybe just for tonight.”

 


 


Thursday

“Nathan, brush your teeth and get your backpack,” I said as I slapped peanut butter and jelly on slices of whole wheat bread at seven-thirty the next morning. My eyes were puffy and an ominous pulsing in my temples indicated that a headache wasn’t far off. I shoved the sandwiches in plastic bags, then grabbed apples and mozzarella cheese sticks to add to the four lunches I was packing. “Livvy, let Rex inside for me.”

Dressed in a blue sweater, jeans with rainbow patterns stitched on the pockets, and tennis shoes, Livvy tossed her backpack down by the door to the garage and jogged to the back door, her ponytail bouncing as she moved. At least I had one kid ready to go. She opened the door to the backyard and Rex trotted inside. He paused, sniffed the air, and shot off in the direction of the living room. A puff of white streaked from under the coffee table and ricocheted into the kitchen. Rex jerked to a stop and reversed course, skidding across the slippery kitchen tiles. Abby’s cat, Wisk, vaulted through the air and used the island countertop as a springboard to reach the top of the refrigerator. Rex crashed into my legs, then scrambled back to his feet. He moved back and forth in a half-circle around the refrigerator, nose in the air, barking at full volume. Wisk seemed to expand to about twice his normal size as his fur puffed out.

I grabbed Rex by the collar and dragged him to his kennel in the laundry room, telling him, “You’re a good watchdog, but you can’t eat Wisk.” I felt bad leaving him in his kennel, but I had to get the kids off to school. Wisk paced back and forth on top of the refrigerator, then settled into a tentative, watchful crouch on the high perch, keeping a close watch on the laundry room. Rex’s whines were dying away, but I doubted Wisk would move from his spot anytime soon. I certainly wasn’t about to try and get him down.

Nathan and Charlie had been huddled over their empty breakfast plates, leaning toward a pile of Lego blocks that covered the kitchen table, but now they were laughing as they tried to reenact the chase. Nathan had been surprised to find Charlie curled up in a sleeping bag on his bedroom floor this morning. Both Livvy and Nathan had slept through the arrival of our unexpected guests. It had taken about two seconds for Nathan to go from sleepy to giddy. His friend was in his house at seven in the morning—what better time was there to play with Legos? Who cared about a little thing like getting to school on time? Livvy was playing it cooler than Nathan, but I could tell she loved the company, too, especially Abby, who Livvy thought was the most interesting and fun person around—way more fun than me.

“Nathan,” I said sternly. “Teeth—now! You’re riding to school with Charlie this morning, so you better get moving. You don’t want to make them late.”

“You, too, young man,” Abby said as she emerged from the guest bedroom dressed in a nice sweater and slacks. Both boys grabbed their Lego blocks and headed down the hall. “Sorry about Wisk,” Abby said, “He’s so fast. He was out the bedroom door before I even realized it.”

“That’s okay. Rex is fine where he is for now. Are you sure you should go to school today?” I asked Abby as she picked up the plates and rinsed them at the sink.

“The insurance agent can’t meet me until this afternoon and the security police on base have done everything they can. They checked for fingerprints and there weren’t any. I might as well go to school—you know, keep things as normal as possible for Charlie. It will keep my mind off it, too.”

I nodded as I downed two ibuprofen, then sent Livvy to look for her school library book. Rex’s barks were still ringing in my ears and magnifying the pain in my head. “You don’t need to check the house again to make sure nothing else is gone?”

“After I calmed down last night, I looked around. They just took what I left on the kitchen counter. I think they scooped up everything there, then left as fast as they came in.”

“Thank goodness they left when they did.”

She shivered. “I know. I’m glad I hadn’t gone to bed yet. Can you imagine how creepy it would be to have slept through a break-in?”

I nodded and said, “It seems like a big risk to take for just a few things.”

Abby shrugged. “Well, one of them was my snakeskin purse, so that could have been a big haul if they’d gotten my credit cards and checkbook. And, the duck decoy. They got that, too. Just swept up everything on the counter.”

“Your snakeskin purse? That was your favorite.” Abby had found the slouchy tote at a discount store and she carried it all the time. “You didn’t say anything about your purse last night—only the GPS and your cell phone.”

“I know. I remembered after I called you. I’d been carrying the snakeskin purse, but I changed to a clutch before I walked out the door for the party. I left the snakeskin purse on the kitchen counter and I guess they scooped it up with everything else.”

I said, “Too bad you didn’t just carry the same purse all day yesterday.”

“The snakeskin didn’t really go with my outfit.”

“Gray snakeskin doesn’t go with black and white?” I asked.

“No, too casual,” Abby said.

“I think you could have pulled it off,” I said. I always deferred to her in matters of clothing, but purses were my department—I loved them. They were my one extravagance. I couldn’t get excited about the latest clothing trends, but I did know my designer handbags and scoured the online auction sites and garage sales for bargains. Abby’s snakeskin purse hadn’t been designer, but it was unusual and stylish and, as far as I could tell, unique. I couldn’t find another one like it anywhere.

Abby closed the dishwasher door and said, “In fact, if I didn’t know you so well, I’d suspect you broke in. You really liked that purse.”

“True. I did love it, but even I wouldn’t go that far for a purse—despite the fact that you did get the absolute last one in the whole state of Georgia. Any hope of the police finding it or the other things?”

“No, I don’t think so. The security police weren’t very optimistic. So there goes my sunglasses and my new Urban Decay lipstick. I didn’t move everything to the clutch.”

“Well, at least they didn’t get your wallet,” I said as I stuffed lunches in backpacks.

“That’ll teach me to put everything away,” Abby said. “I came in from the party and dumped everything on the kitchen counter. I always do that, you know.”

I nodded. Abby was quite a bit more relaxed than I was when it came to controlling clutter. Actually, clutter didn’t bother her at all. I made a mental note not to look in the guest room. I was sure clothes and shoes would be flung all over the place.

“So why didn’t they take your clutch?” I was sure she’d left it on the counter, too.

“It had fallen down onto one of the bar stools on the far side of the counter. They probably didn’t even see it. That was lucky.” She settled her large tote bag with her school work on her shoulder. “It’s got to be a disappointing haul for them—maybe they’ll quit after this. I mean, how much can you get for a GPS, a cell phone, an almost empty purse, and a beat-up duck decoy? One of the security police guys said the thief is getting sloppy.”

“Really? Compared to the other break-ins?”

Abby nodded. “Apparently, at the other houses, the locks were picked.”

“I hadn’t heard that,” I said.

“I know. I overheard two of the security police officers talking about it.”

The boys burst into the kitchen at the same time Livvy came out of her room, holding her book high like a trophy. “Found it,” she announced.

“Get your coats. Time to go,” Abby said, herding everyone toward the door. And suddenly the house was quiet, except for an intermittent low whine from the laundry room. I glanced up at Wisk, who regarded me with a steady, somewhat superior blue gaze.

Abby stuck her head back in the door. “I forgot to tell you. I called Cecilia and she’s going to take care of Wisk for me until Jeff gets back. I figured two unexpected houseguests were more than enough for you to handle. She’ll swing by this morning and get him. All you have to do is put him in his carrier and leave him on the back porch. Bye!”

The door slammed shut. As the garage door rumbled up, I eyed Wisk. Was it my imagination or did he seem to have a “bring it on” look in his eyes? I walked casually toward him. He flicked his tail once and was gone, a white smudge splashing through the kitchen and down the hallway.

This might take awhile.

 


 



An hour later, wearing a long-sleeved white crew-neck sweater to cover the scratches on my arms, I parked in front of Marie’s house. Neither Wisk nor I had liked it, but Wisk was now stowed in his carrier and ready for Cecilia. I grabbed my tote with my organizing brochures, climbed out of the minivan, and checked my khaki slacks for cat hair. Marie lived in Wiregrass Plantation, a neighborhood heavy on white pillared porches and red brick with sweeping rooflines. The area had once been a pecan grove and the massive trees dotted the neighborhood with gridlike precision. The bare, gnarled branches created an interlocking canopy overhead.

Having grown up in the wide-open plains of Texas, the ranks of trees I saw in Georgia still awed me. These trees were different from the pine tree farms that grew along the local highway with the trees packed close together, each of them growing straight as an arrow. The twisty branches of these tall, widely spaced pecan trees spread wide, some of them so large that the canopy of one tree would shade a whole lawn in the summer. Craning my neck back to look at the shards of blue sky visible through the interwoven branches, I made my way up the short flight of steps to the porch and rang the doorbell, holding the lapels of my kelly green, hip-length raincoat. It was a clear, sparkling cold day and I wished I’d worn a heavier coat or at least zipped the lining into the one I was wearing.

Marie’s neighbor, an older man in a red-and-black plaid flannel jacket and an Atlanta Braves baseball cap was outside, untangling strands of Christmas lights. A ladder leaned against one of the pecan trees in his yard and coils of extension cords were lined up on the driveway. He saw me and I waved. He nodded his head in greeting, his hands full. I waited a few moments, then rang the bell again.

Maybe she’d forgotten. I stepped back and looked over the front of the house. All the blinds were closed tight and there was no flicker of movement or shadow that I could see in the Palladian window over the door. I was reaching for my cell phone when the door edged open a few inches. Marie unlocked the glass storm door and stepped outside. “Hi, Ellie. Sorry, I was in the back.”

“No problem,” I said, and moved toward the door, but Marie didn’t budge. She stood, shoulders shifted to one side in a half slump with her hands clinched together at her waist. She looked . . . scared, I realized. “Marie, are you okay?” She kept her gaze fixed somewhere around my knees and nodded her head a few degrees. “Are you sure? If it’s a bad time, I can come back later,” I said, and then instantly wished I could take that back. I wanted this job, if only to beat out Gabrielle. If I left now, I doubted Marie would ever call me back.

Marie swallowed hard. “No,” she said in her soft voice and shook her head so that her orange, fluffy hair trembled. “Come in,” she said, and then she disappeared back through the small opening, slightly ducking her tall frame as she went in the door.

I pushed on the front door to open it wider, but it didn’t shift even a centimeter. I frowned and poked my head inside. I saw stuff.

Piles and piles of stuff. I blinked, my heart sinking.

Things were stacked everywhere. It looked as if a waist-high tide of debris had flowed into the room and hardened in place, a sort of modern-day Pompeii. As I looked closer, the mounds of stuff resolved themselves into haphazard stacks of individual items. Some of the stacks were mostly clothes or shoes, but others were random masses: a tea kettle tilted precariously on a pile of boxes, a tennis racket jutted out of a bewildering stack of magazines, umbrellas, hangers, and . . . were those Star Wars figurines? I realized I was staring and that my mouth had literally fallen open. I shut it with a snap as Marie said, “Sorry about my untidiness. I just can’t seem to . . .” Her voice trailed away and I really looked at her for the first time since I’d edged in the door. Tears sparkled in the corners of her eyes. She looked so vulnerable and miserable.

I realized how hard this was for her. I hoped my face hadn’t betrayed my shock. It probably had. I wasn’t prepared for anything like this, but I arranged a smile on my face and did the only thing I could think of—I fell back on the little spiel I’d given so many times. “Okay,” I said briskly, “I have a few questions to go through with you that will help me figure out how I can help you.” I forced myself not to look at the heaps lining the hall. “Is there somewhere we can sit down and talk?”

Marie nodded. Relief seemed to edge into her face. “Let’s go in the kitchen,” she said, and I followed her down the small trail that was just wide enough for one person. The narrow hall opened into what I guessed was the living room. Piles of objects ranged around the room, obliterating walls and furniture. A small space was carved out around a large-screen television and a loveseat. “Watch your step here,” Marie advised. The trail we’d been walking ended as Marie stepped up about a foot onto a layer of junk that coated the entire living-room floor.

Marie walked sure-footed over the uneven stratum and I followed more slowly, arms outstretched to keep my balance. As I half walked, half climbed through the room, my gaze fixed on individual items—a black sock, a box of light bulbs, a stereo speaker, an antique doll with a china face, a dented Scooby-Doo lunch box.

Stuff and stuff and more stuff. It boggled my mind. Where did Marie get all this in the first place? I knew she and her husband, Cole, had moved here about a year ago. There was no way all this stuff had arrived here in moving boxes. They would have blown their weight allowance by thousands of pounds. But how could she have accumulated all this in under a year?

What had I gotten myself into here? I couldn’t organize this. This went beyond clutter—this was hoarding, I thought, already trying to compose a graceful way to bow out of this job, because this wasn’t an organizing job. This was a situation that required a mental health professional. Of course, I couldn’t say it that baldly and I was here for a consultation. I should complete the consultation and then ease my way into stepping back from the job.

“Here we are,” Marie said as she ducked down so she didn’t hit her head on the kitchen door frame. A few things from the living room had spilled over into the kitchen, but for the most part, the kitchen floor was clear. I breathed a little easier, relieved to get out of the chaotic part of the house. The kitchen wasn’t completely normal, though. The edges of the cabinets and the walls were lined with low stacks of canned goods, large containers of laundry soap, and economy-size packages of paper towels. It felt a bit like I’d wandered into a discount-store warehouse.

The counters were stacked with more of the same type of items—a twelve-pack of Dove soap perched on a case of Raisin Bran Crunch cereal and an extra large jar of salsa. The oven was free of debris as was a tiny corner of the countertop beside it, which was probably where Marie prepared her food. She led the way to the kitchen table, which had some empty space in front of two chairs. The rest of the table was covered with a mishmash of china teacups and tiny commemorative spoons. I sat down and gently moved spoons with the words, “Yellowstone” and “Twenty-second Olympiad” over to make room for my papers.

“So let’s go through my questions,” I said as Marie sat down gingerly. She looked wary, as if she might spring up and run out of the room at any moment, but as I worked my way through my standard questions in a matter-of-fact voice, she seemed to relax. Normally, I’d take a look at the areas a person wanted me to work on, but I decided to skip that step. I wasn’t up to another climb through the living room and I didn’t know if Marie could handle showing me more of her house. This was also the point when I’d talk with clients about different options, gauging how involved they wanted to be in the organizing. It always required some involvement, but some people simply wanted me to start them on the right track and then they would complete the job themselves, while others preferred to have me do the majority of the work. I mentally crossed those questions off my list. Working solo on Marie’s house would be a never-ending job that I wasn’t equipped or staffed to handle.

I put my pen down and licked my lips. “Marie, I’m going to be honest with you.” Her face, which had been looking more comfortable, tightened. “Your . . . situation is more than I can manage—”

“I know,” she jumped in. “I know it’s a big job, but, please, I need your help.” She leaned a gangly arm across the table and picked up a spoon. She focused on it as she spoke. “I know I need help. I’ve been seeing Dr. Harper—she’s a psychologist—and she recommended I hire a professional organizer. She had a list of people, all from Atlanta, but they’d charge me to drive down here.” She shrugged, her finger tracing the grooves on the spoon. “But it wasn’t that, not the money. It was that I couldn’t stand to have a stranger sneering over me, judging me. That’s why I asked you. I knew you wouldn’t do that. You might not understand why I do this, but you’d never make me feel like a . . . I don’t know . . . a failure, I guess.” She glanced at me quickly, then looked away, her eyes wide and scared.

“Marie, that’s nice of you to say,” I faltered. I wanted to say no, I couldn’t help her—because I really couldn’t. This was way beyond my organizing abilities. “But I don’t think I’m the person you need. I don’t have the skills to help you.”

She placed the spoon back in line very carefully. “I’m alphabetizing them, see? I’m going to get a cabinet and put it on the wall. Display them. I’ve been looking for a cabinet at yard sales, but haven’t found one yet.” I nodded, not quite sure what to say, but she didn’t wait for a response from me. “I’m trying. I’m really trying.” She waved her hand at the spoons and the teacups lined up so carefully. “Cole’s deployed. He’s been gone for five months and if he comes home and sees the house like this . . . well, I don’t know what will happen. I was always messy, but it was never this bad . . . Anyway, I have to do something. I’m afraid if Cole comes home and sees all this . . . he’ll . . . well, I don’t know what he’ll do. It was getting out of control when he left for the deployment . . . Back then, it was just the dining room that was packed with stuff. Since he left . . . things have overflowed. I didn’t know where to put it all, so I just stacked it in the living room, but now that’s overrun, too.” Marie paused for a second, then said quietly, “Back before Cole left on the deployment, he told me he couldn’t live like this,” she glanced guiltily out to the living room, then quickly looked back at me. “Please, just talk to Dr. Harper before you say no. Would you do that?”

I looked at the debris creeping into the kitchen from the living room, then back at her tense face and her fingers clinched around the small spoon.

“Okay. I’ll talk to her.”


Tips for a Sane and Happy Holiday Season

Entertaining

 


Make entertaining and hosting houseguests easy. Give yourself permission to save time and cut your stress level. Use plastic plates and cups instead of the fine china, especially if you’ll be the one doing all the washing up! You don’t have to bake everything from scratch, even if that’s the way it’s always been done. Pick up a pie or rolls from the bakery so that you don’t have to spend the whole holiday in the kitchen.







End of sample
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