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ONE

As I was heading to the bedroom to get ready, Willis, my husband, met me at the door, his index finger stiffly pointing to the ceiling. ‘Have you seen Ridley Hamilton’s front lawn?’ he asked me sternly.

‘No—’

‘You ask me, how can Ridley Hamilton’s front lawn be green in this, the worst drought in Texas history?’ he said, index finger still stiff and pointed.

‘I don’t think it’s the worst in his—’

‘I’ll tell you why!’ he said, his voice getting loud. Then there was silence. Finally he said, ‘Aren’t you going to ask me why?’

I sighed. ‘Why is Ridley Hamilton’s front lawn green in this, the worst drought in Texas history?’ I asked.

‘He cheats!’

‘Ah,’ I said, trying to move around him to the bedroom. Unfortunately, he followed me. I wondered if he was losing all the blood from his index finger that was still stiffly pointed ceiling-ward.

‘Don’t “ah” me, missy!’ he said.

‘Then don’t call me mis—’

‘Two hours a week!’ Willis almost shouted. ‘Two frigging hours a week is all we’re allowed to water both the front and the back lawn. I looked over his fence!’ Willis said, having moved straight into shouting mode. ‘The backyard’s green, too!’

‘Honey, I have to—’

‘I can barely keep the shrubs and the perennials alive! Forget about the annuals and the lawn! Have you seen our lawn?’

‘Of cour—’

‘Dead, E.J. It’s dead! And I follow mandatory restrictions! How can my lawn be dead if I’m following mandatory restrictions and Ridley Hamilton’s yard be lively and green if he’s following mandatory restrictions?’

‘Well—’

‘Because he’s not!’ Willis said, now thrusting his finger to the ceiling. Luckily the ceiling in our bedroom is vaulted; otherwise he might have poked a hole.

‘You know what?’ I said, taking him by the arms and turning him toward the door of the bedroom.

‘What?’ he said, moving but looking over his shoulder at me.

‘I think you should go next door and tell Luna about this,’ I declared. Luna is a homicide detective with the Codderville Police Department. We live in Black Cat Ridge, a wholly made town/subdivision developed in the mid-eighties, which is right across the Colorado River from the much older town of Codderville where my husband was raised. Although she lives here, Black Cat Ridge is not Luna’s jurisdiction, but it would get Willis out of the house so I could get ready.

‘You know, you’re right!’ he said. ‘Maybe she’ll let me borrow her gun!’ and he moved fast out of our bedroom. Seconds later I heard the front door slam.

I sighed and began to prepare myself for the upcoming ordeal. I’d recently bought a full-length mirror for the back of the closet door. It was a gift to myself for losing thirty-five pounds through the aptly-named ‘Weigh In’, my weight-loss group. I followed that with a trip to the hairdresser where my shoulder-length mass of red and gray curls was colored as close to the original red as possible, and all of it was cut into what they call a bob, which is shorter in the back then comes down longer over the ears. It’s usually done on straight hair and looks sleek and cool. As my hair is kinky-curly, it was a little different. I think it was the first do my hair ever liked, because I was looking Good, and that capital ‘G’ is on purpose! The first article of clothing I bought was a little black dress; unfortunately, it was for a memorial service, which I was getting ready for as I stared at my reflection.

I’m in my forties and looked better at that moment than I had since my late twenties. I may have had to energize my hair color, but my eyes were still a fairly brilliant green, if I do say so myself, and my smile was still just as straight as when the orthodontist sent me home for the last time. And my body, well, it was definitely in fighting condition, if you know what I mean. I thought I might attempt seducing my husband when I got home later. If the kids were out. If we weren’t too tired. If there wasn’t anything really good on TV.

The black dress was knee-length and with cap sleeves, as befit a Saturday in July in central Texas. A normal July, that is; this one, however, any clothing at all was too much. The memorial service was for a woman I barely knew. She’d been in my weight-loss group, but I’d rarely talked with her. My neighbour Trisha McClure, however, who lived across the street, knew the woman much better. They were in a MADD group (Mothers Against Drunk Driving) together and had bonded when picketing the capital in Austin over drunk-driving laws.

The deceased was Berta Harris, a thirty-something woman with dark brown hair, brown eyes and a body that was neither heavy nor light. If anything, I’d say she’d been maybe ten pounds over her ideal weight. We’d both been going to Weigh In for six months and I’d never seen her take off a pound. She’d lived somewhere in Black Cat Ridge and the memorial service was being held at the Episcopal Church of Black Cat Ridge. It was going to start in another twenty minutes. I ran into the bathroom and applied lipstick. Yes, I was going all out. I figured a lot of the Weigh In crowd were going to be there, and I was eager to show off my new figure.

Now that my eighteen-year-old son Graham was driving and my fifteen-year-old daughters would all be eligible to take driver’s ed this summer, my husband Willis and I decided, with some heavy pushing on my part, that it was time for me to get rid of the old minivan and buy me my own vehicle, one just meant for me. Willis had always had his own car, the one he took to work but was never used for family. My car, whatever it was at the time (station wagon, minivan, SUV) was always the family car. Instances of us going anywhere as a family had become fewer and farther between, and now, if we did venture out as a family, we usually took two cars where ever we went – Willis and me in one, Graham and the girls in another. So I was pushing for a two-seater. Willis had finally gotten his huge pickup truck with the oversized tires that took two steps for me to get into, so now it was time for my sports car – one of those cute Audis, or one of the new Z’s. I was punch drunk with excitement about it. Whatever it was would have a top that came off, I can guarantee you that.

But at this moment I was still driving a minivan, so I went into the garage, crawled in, and buzzed across the street to pick up Trisha. I’m five foot eleven inches. Trisha was one of those women who always made me feel like the fifty-foot woman. A petite five foot two, she couldn’t possibly weigh more than a hundred pounds, and her blonde hair was either natural or the best bleach job ever. She was also incredibly sweet. She had two little girls, ages five and three, who both looked just like her, and a husband as big as mine who doted on her. The McClures had moved in across the street about a year and a half ago. We were friendly but this would be the first time Trisha had been in my car. I threw out some of the trash. Trisha came out of her house to meet me, wearing a black suit that looked as good on her as my black dress looked on me. Well, almost as good.

She jumped in the minivan, pulling herself up the step with the help of the ‘sissy’ bar above the door. ‘God, can you believe this heat? I think it’s already reached a hundred!’ she said.

‘And it’s only eleven o’clock,’ I muttered, turning up the air conditioning as I pulled the car away from the curb. ‘How well did you know Berta?’ I asked, speaking of the woman whose memorial service we were about to attend.

‘Not really that well. Other than that rally in Austin last month, we didn’t talk that much. But Austin was a lot of fun. There’s nothing like a good protest to get the juices flowing. We all went back to the hotel and got drunk afterwards. And no,’ she said, shooting me a look, ‘no one was driving! We all stayed the night in the hotel!’

‘I can’t imagine Berta drunk,’ I said. ‘She was always so . . .’ I struggled for the right word, but Trisha beat me to it.

‘Depressed?’ she filled in.

‘Exactly.’

‘Well, let me tell you, she was a depressed drunk too. Three drinks in and she burst into tears.’ That’s when she sighed heavily. ‘We all have our own reasons for being members of MADD. I joined because my dad was a drunk and I was always terrified that he was going to kill himself or someone else. He never did it with a car, but he died of liver failure, so I guess he did kill himself.’

‘I’m sorry, Trisha,’ I said. ‘I didn’t know.’

‘I don’t talk about it much, but it’s no big secret. It happened a long time ago and MADD is just the way I deal with it. My brother has his own way – he drinks.’

I patted her hand and she went on: ‘But that night when we got drunk, Berta told us about her little boy who was hit by a drunk driver. It happened ten or so years ago, but that’s something you never get over.’

I shuddered at the thought. ‘God, the poor woman. She was in the weight-loss group because her mother was obese and died from complications of diabetes,’ I said.

‘I didn’t know about that,’ Trisha said. ‘And now this.’

‘What happened anyway?’ I asked.

‘I don’t really know,’ she said as we pulled into the parking lot of the church. ‘She was in the hospital for something, and the woman who called me – someone from MADD – just said it was complications.’

‘Lot of that going around,’ I said, while trying to find a place to park. The church had kept almost all of the trees that had originally been in the space designated for a parking lot, and there were so many of them that actual parking spaces were at a premium. It was a very eco-friendly and pretty parking lot, what with all the cars having to find space on the street. I finally found a spot and we parked and headed into the church.

The pews were three-quarters full when we got there, and by the time the service started there was standing room only. I saw several people I knew, some sitting, some standing against the walls. The pastor did a bit of sermon and then the eulogies began. The first was a woman from my Weigh In group, whose tearful goodbye seemed to set a tone. After her was a man from ‘an anonymous group’ he said, leaving it at that, but his eulogy seemed to indicate that Berta had been a drinker at one point in her life. Next was a woman from Trisha’s MADD group, who tearfully told the story of Berta’s young son’s death and how they would be reunited at last. There was a speaker from a support group for those who had lost their spouses, one from a support group for abused women, one from a support group for family members of institutionalized patients, one from a victims’ rights organization, and another from a group of wives of prison inmates. There weren’t any family members or friends other than those from these groups. But by all accounts, and the eulogies, it appeared as if Berta Harris had outlived all her family and probably most of her friends.

Berta had been cremated so there was to be no graveside service; instead, we went directly to the rec room of the church where there was punch and cookies. I couldn’t help thinking about the services I’d gone to with my mother-in-law at her little Baptist Church in Codderville, where after the service there’d be refreshments – either at the deceased’s home or at the church, and everyone would bring their best dish. Fourteen different salads, five of them coleslaw, three green bean casseroles and four broccoli-rice casseroles, a ham, fried chicken, and occasionally a whole turkey. And, oh my God, the desserts . . . As a soon-to-be graduate of Weigh In, that was not something I should be contemplating. But punch and cookies? Come on, people. Is that anyway to send someone off to their maker?

Out of curiosity I made my way amongst the different groups represented and began to get a bio of Berta Harris. Her mother was an obese woman who died of complications of diabetes while addicted to meth; her father was an alcoholic who beat her mother and then shot and killed her when Berta was in her teens; her husband of fifteen years recently died in a car wreck, not unlike her ten-year-old son; her brother, a paranoid schizophrenic, had been hospitalized for several years; and she’d been married to a man who had held her at gunpoint for several hours one dark and stormy night – he was currently incarcerated.

There were so many holes in this bio it was beginning to resemble Swiss cheese. One thing no one knew was how Berta Harris died. Trisha had said she’d been told Berta had been hospitalized and died of ‘complications.’ Of what, she didn’t know. Why she was hospitalized she wasn’t told.

The anonymous guy, who was with a group of people swilling coffee like it was going out of style, and who all introduced themselves by first name only, said he’d heard she’d died of a heart attack while on the toilet, Elvis-style.

A woman from RIPS (Relatives of Institutionalized People’s Support group) had been told Berta died of anaphylactic shock from a bee sting while on a trip to Six Flags in Dallas.

A woman from WII (Wives of Imprisoned Inmates – not to be confused with the gaming system, or World War II for that matter) said she’d heard she’d died of a heart attack while on a conjugal visit with her husband.

So, that was two for heart attack, one anaphylactic shock, and one hospital complications. I asked my weight-loss sponsor what she thought, in hopes of a consensus of some sort.

‘Oh, it was awful!’ Consuelo Rivera said. ‘She got car-jacked! But her sleeve got caught in the door and she was dragged to death!’

No consensus.

‘Who told you this?’ I asked her.

Consuelo shrugged her shoulders. ‘I don’t remember her name. A woman called me at home, after eleven at night, woke me up! Then she tells me this, and I swear, I didn’t sleep another wink! And this happened right here in Black Cat Ridge! What is this world coming to, E.J.?’

I shook my head and patted her arm before I walked away, mumbling to myself. Something was up, and it wasn’t just my blood pressure.

‘Do you know where Berta lived?’ I asked Trisha as we left the church parking lot.

‘Yeah, I drove her home after the Austin trip. Um, over on Weed Willow, I think,’ she said.

‘Mind if we go by there?’ I asked, turning the opposite direction from where we both lived.

‘I guess not,’ Trisha said. ‘What’s up, E.J.?’

‘Were you paying attention to those eulogies?’ I asked her.

‘More or less,’ she said, looking away from me, which I thought might mean she’d been making a mental grocery list while people from the various self-help groups poured their collective hearts out.

I told her what I’d pieced together from the eulogies, and answers to questions.

Trisha shrugged. ‘So you think Berta just liked joining groups? Maybe she was lonely.’

That pissed me off. There was a very good chance Trisha was right. What other reasons would Berta have for joining twelve-step programs? And was she lying about her history to get in these groups? It just all seemed fishy to me.

‘How come all the inconsistencies with the cause of death?’ I asked Trisha.

‘Huh?’ was Trisha’s response, so I told her what I’d found out.

She looked at me and her eyes got huge; ‘Oh, jeez, E.J., is this going to be one of your cases? Do you think Berta was murdered? Are we going to go to her house and see if the killer’s there rifling through her stuff? Looking for, what? Diamonds? Microfilm! You think Berta was a spy? Can we stop by my house real quick? Tom has a handgun—’

I patted Trisha’s knee. ‘Calm down,’ I said, not wanting to contemplate Trisha with a gun. ‘I’m not sure what I think at this point, just that something’s not right. I just want to go by her house and see what’s up.’

I found Weed Willow Lane and drove down it. Trisha pointed out Berta’s house. There was a For Sale sign in the front yard. Luckily the sign was for a real estate agency owned by a woman I’d known since my girls were in grammar school. We’d both been on different teacher’s committees over the years, and even into high school where Kerry was currently president of the PTA. She was a serious go-getter and it usually just made me tired to watch her, but I liked her all the same. Kerry Killian had her own agency in one of the two shopping centers in Black Cat Ridge. There was the white rock shopping center, and there was the faux redwood shopping center. Kerry was in the faux redwood center. Both centers had grocery store anchors, with smaller stores surrounding. Kerry was stuck between Bijoux’s Frozen Yogurt and Cat’s Eye Sports Equipment. Trisha and I dropped in and found Kerry on the phone talking to a client. This was the first time I’d been in Kerry’s office. There was an ornate French-looking desk in the center of the room, totally cleared except for a few tasteful nick-nacks. A computer was stationed behind her desk on a matching credenza. Four ornate chairs with damask-looking upholstery surrounded a golden metal and glass claw-foot table, and a settee with matching upholstery sat in front of her desk. Everything was in shades of gold and cream.

My girls were going into their junior year of high school, which meant I’d first met Kerry Killian, mother of twin boys in the same class as my girls, at least ten years ago. She looked exactly the same, down to the clothes. Medium height, dark brown hair in a ponytail with short bangs up front, Betty Page style, big blue eyes, and wearing a white tennis skirt showing off terrifically shaped and tanned legs, a white Polo shirt with a yellow sweater tied around her neck, and white tennis shoes with big yellow pom-poms hanging out the back from those little short socks.

‘Yes, I want to get them in this house, too, Astrid, but they’ve got to come up with a down— Oh, honey, listen, someone just came in. Let me run the numbers again and I’ll call you back, ’k? Great, bye.’

‘E.J.! Hi! It’s great to see you!’ She moved into my space and gave me a hug, which I’d known she would do. Kerry was a big hugger and, having read a book on the benefits of hugging, gave great bear hugs. At least, she always had until today. Today’s hug was actually painful.

The word ‘spunk’ has gone into disuse mainly due to Kerry Killian’s overuse of the symptom.

‘Hi, Kerry. This is my neighbor, Trisha McClure—’

She simultaneously grabbed Trisha’s hand to pump while saying, ‘Now Luna didn’t go and sell her house and not contact me, did she? I’ll spank her, I swear!’ she said and laughed heartily.

‘No, no. Trisha lives across the street,’ I said.

She eyed Trisha. ‘In the Stanleys’ house or the Masons’?’

‘The Masons’,’ Trisha said quietly.

‘Rita Mansaur, right? She was your agent!’ Kerry declared.

‘Well, yes, she was,’ Trisha admitted, seemingly a little frightened regarding the consequences of her admittance.

Kerry looked very serious for a moment. ‘She’s good,’ she finally said. ‘She’s doing mostly commercial now. This was, like, almost two years ago, right?’

‘Yes,’ Trisha said.

Kerry nodded and kept nodding. ‘She’s into commercial now. Not homes. You probably bought her last house.’ Kerry burst into laughter. ‘Isn’t that hysterical!’

I decided to jump in before things got even more bizarre. ‘Kerry, we’re here about Berta Harris’s house on Weed Willow. I saw your sign.’

‘Of course you did! How could you miss it? Yes, Berta decided to sell and move back to Jacksonville, Florida.’

‘Ah, when did she decide this?’ I asked, exchanging glances with Trisha.

‘A week ago,’ Kerry said.

I looked at Trisha. ‘What was the day she, you know . . .’

‘Tuesday,’ Trisha answered.

‘Of last week?’ I asked.

Trisha nodded.

‘What day last week did you sign her up?’ I asked Kerry.

She tilted her head like a curious bird and then smiled brightly. ‘I’ll have to check my calendar!’

I was getting a little worried about Kerry. She had always been perky, but this was more manic than perky.

She leaned on her desk, one calf raised with tennied toes pointed, like a girl in the movies getting her first screen kiss, and poised one finger against her check. Then she looked up and smiled. ‘Wednesday!’ she declared.

Trisha and I looked at each other again. Neat trick, I thought, for a woman to sell her house the day after she died. And why didn’t Kerry know Berta was dead? My hackles were on red alert. Something was more than fishy here.

‘Are you thinking of buying?’ Kerry asked, coming back around the desk. ‘Berta’s asking a song for the place, I swear to God! A song! You could buy it for the kids, E.J.! Just think, they’d be right down the street!’

I only contemplated the idea for a moment, then said, ‘No, neither of us is interested, Kerry. We’re just wondering about Berta.’

Kerry’s smile was so huge it hurt the muscles of my face just to look at it. ‘Berta’s just fine,’ she said.

‘Kerry,’ I said, laying a hand on her arm. ‘Berta’s memorial service was today. She’s been cremated.’

‘Oh,’ Kerry said, the painful smile not budging. ‘Well, that’s interesting.’

Trisha and I exchanged looks again, and I patted Kerry’s arm. ‘Thanks, Kerry,’ I said. ‘If you need to talk, about anything, just call.’

‘Okie dokie,’ Kerry said, following us to the door. As Trisha headed for my minivan, Kerry grabbed my arm. When I turned, her smile was gone. ‘Be careful, E.J. Stay out of it.’ Before I could even take in what she’d said she was back in her office, the door closed, and her back to me.

MEGAN

It’s not easy being Megan Pugh. First of all, from kindergarten on, you get ‘Pee-ewe Pugh’ as a nickname. And I was burdened with Graham – my older brother. He should be committed. Then, just when I think things might be going OK, my parents adopt Bess. Don’t get me wrong, I love Bess like a sister. Which is the problem. Who wants a sister? I have dreams of being an only child. I’d make a good one. I could totally handle a life that’s all about me. My parents and grandparents doting on me. It wouldn’t matter what grades I got, or if I stayed out too late, or if I ditched school. They’d just be damn happy to have me. Our precious child. No such luck.

So finally, ten years go by with a brother and a sister, and I’m beginning to adjust, when, whammo, I get another sister – Alicia. This one is just as needy as Bess, but newer. Well, I don’t mean she’s newer; well, she is newer, but I mean her neediness is fresher. She was a foster kid and had this mean foster mother who, like, made her take care of the little kids and she had only one outfit that she had to wear every day! I kid you not! And it was fun at first, buying her new clothes and fixing her hair and make-up and stuff, but you can only do that for so long, and besides, she’s like a size three and I’m like a nine so I can’t borrow anything, so what’s the point? Bess can wear a size one or a size three so they can trade off clothes, and I’m stuck with just my own wardrobe, which truly sucks because my mother buys my clothes. If she’d just give me her credit card and drop me off at the mall it wouldn’t be so bad, but she wants to make a girls day out of it, which means Bess and Alicia and me, with Mom leading the way. Gag me.

So I came up with a plan. With Mom and Mrs McClure across the street spending so much time together, I figured Mrs McClure would need, like, a part-time nanny. Who better than me? Not a living soul, that’s who! And with the money she gives me, I can buy my own clothes! Get Graham to drop me off at the mall, and then it’ll be a fait accompli, as they say in French class! Not a darn thing Mom can say about it. As long as I don’t get anything too cool, like body piercings or tattoos. Seriously, I’d love a tatt of a dolphin on my ankle, but Mom would totally see that. I’ll have to settle for my butt. She wouldn’t see that – she gave up bathing me like a year ago. Kidding!

So that’s what I do. I, like, walk across the street after Mom dropped Mrs McClure at home and then took off – gawd knows where – probably the grocery store, she goes there every day! I walk up to the door and hear all this yelling. I almost turn around, but it’s Mrs McClure yelling at the kids, and I think, cool! She really needs a part-time nanny! So I ring the bell and after way too long a wait, Mrs McClure opens it real fast and starts to say, ‘What?’ in a mean voice then sees who it is – namely me.

Mrs McClure then smiles. ‘Sorry, Megan, the girls are driving me crazy. What can I do for you, honey?’

I’m taller than she is so it’s kinda funny her having to look up while talking down to me, if you catch my drift. ‘Hi, Mrs McClure. I’m here about the girls. I know you and my mom are hanging out a lot, and I thought you could use a part-time nanny.’

She looked interested. ‘How much?’ she asked.

Oh, jeez, I hadn’t thought that far ahead. Which my counselor at school seems to think is a problem, but I believe in spontaneity. ‘I’m not sure. Whatever you think is fair.’

‘Fair would be having perfect children, but somehow that didn’t work out. Come in, come in. Let’s get a calculator and discuss it.’

‘Do Kerry and Ken have enough money for her to be hospitalized for exhaustion, or will it just be Prozac and Jack Daniels?’ my husband asked me as he stared at the interior of our refrigerator.

‘This isn’t a laughing matter,’ I told him. ‘Close the door.’

‘I’m hungry,’ he said, door still open.

‘You’ve seen what’s in there. Now close the door and make your decision.’

Willis closed the door and turned and looked at me. ‘I’m not Graham!’ he said.

I smiled. ‘Then don’t act like him.’

‘I want food,’ he said, reopening the refrigerator door.

‘As opposed to what?’ I asked. We’d had dinner less than an hour ago, so he couldn’t actually be hungry. My feeling was he was just bored. ‘Talk to me about this mess with Berta Harris instead of eating. You’re getting a gut.’

He shut the door and looked at his stomach. He pulled in his gut and said, ‘I am not.’ He walked stiffly to where I sat in the family room, his gut still being held in.

‘I don’t suppose you can talk and walk and hold your gut in all at the same time?’ I asked.

His tummy bulged out. ‘No,’ he said, flopping down on the couch next to me. ‘I want something sweet.’

‘Like what?’ I asked, checking the cable guide on the TV for anything interesting.

‘Lemon meringue pie,’ he said.

I refused to dignify that with a response.

‘Oh, so now you’re all down on anything good because you lost a couple of pounds—’ he started.

‘Thirty-five, thank you! And you don’t need pie.’

‘I do need pie,’ he whined.

‘How about sex instead?’ I offered.

‘We really don’t have any pie?’ he asked.

I hit him on the head with the remote control and he laughingly shoved me down on the couch. ‘You ever had sex with a hungry man?’ he whispered in my ear.

‘No, but I’ve had plenty of sex with an idiot,’ I said.

Much later I brought up the day’s festivities yet again. ‘So Berta belonged to all these twelve-step programs, and I think maybe she lied to at least some if not all of them about her reasons for being there, and somebody called all these programs and gave conflicting accounts of how she – Berta – died. And then Kerry – that was just bizarre.’

‘Kerry’s always been bizarre,’ Willis said, his head in my lap.

‘No, you just don’t like perky.’

His whole body shuddered. ‘There’s that,’ he said.

‘She knows something, Willis! I can feel it.’

My husband sat up and turned to face me. ‘Don’t,’ he said. ‘Do not get mixed up in something. No dead bodies, E.J. I’m serious. Not one more!’

‘What? I’m supposed to ignore all this? Berta may have been murdered—’

‘I know Kerry’s a nutcase, and this Berta woman sounds like she was one too. Stay out of it.’

‘Is that an order?’ I asked, glaring at him.

He sighed and laid his head back in my lap. ‘No, of course not. I’m not allowed to give you orders. It’s a very heartfelt request.’

The doorbell rang. Willis pulled himself off me. ‘I’ll get it,’ he said, dejected. I turned on a show I wanted to watch while he was gone.

Even over the noise of the TV I could hear voices at the front door. Willis and another man. I muted the TV and tuned in to their conversation.

‘—and I don’t know what to do with her,’ the one who wasn’t my husband said.

‘Come on in the living room and sit down, Ken,’ Willis said.

Ken, I thought. We knew two Kens, the barber who cut Willis’s hair every other Tuesday, and Kerry Killian’s husband Ken. Was it too much of a coincidence that Ken Killian would show up the same day I had an impromptu meeting with his wife?

‘Ah, where’s . . .’ Ken asked.

‘E.J.? In the family room. She can’t hear us in the living room,’ Willis said.

Like hell, I thought. All I had to do was go into the dining room and stand between the buffet and the corner cabinet and I could hear just fine. Now explaining what I was doing in that position might be a bit of a problem, but one I was willing to face at a later date. I jumped up and got in position.

‘I don’t know, Willis. She’s jumpy as a cat. She’s looking out the window constantly, and when I ask her what’s going on she just gives me this really phony smile and says, “Oh, nothing!” I figured with what you’ve had to put up with E.J. and all her dead bodies, you’d know what I should do.’

I almost humphed out loud, but decided to keep my opinions to myself – at least for the time being.

‘I’m not sure they’re the same thing,’ Willis, my hero, said. ‘With E.J. it’s just willfulness. Doing whatever she wants to do despite the family’s needs.’

OK, nookie on the couch was definitely a thing of the past.

‘But when she gets in that state, when she’s tearing around trying to find out what’s going on, what can you do to stop her?’ he asked.

‘It’s like disciplining a child,’ my soon-to-be former husband said. ‘One time one thing might work, the next time you have to try something else. But the main thing is, try to keep communications open. Try getting her into a dialog and see if you can find out what’s going on—’

OK, Dr Phil. Show’s over. I left my hidy-hole and headed to our bedroom, where the door would be locked to intruders.

‘Why’s Dad on the couch?’ a voice said, waking me up from a wonderful dream in which George Clooney was nibbling on my neck.

‘Huh?’ I opened one eye to see my son standing there with a screwdriver in his hand – the kid knows no boundaries.

‘You overslept. I need breakfast. The girls are in the bathroom fighting over crap and I’m hungry.’

I closed my eye. ‘Then fix yourself something. And something for the girls, too, ’k?’

‘Calendar says you’ve got that thing at the school for teacher appreciation today at nine,’ Graham said. ‘And since you have to get up anyway, why don’t you make French toast?’

Although it was July, Graham was still in school. Summer school. He and three of his best friends were caught doing something stupid at the school two days before graduation and none of them were allowed to graduate. Now all four were in summer school taking a course called ‘Establishing Boundaries for a Worry-Free Environment.’ In other words, throw cherry bombs in the girls’ toilets again and you still won’t graduate. Today was a thank-you ceremony for the teacher who gave up her summer to babysit. Thursday night was a small graduation ceremony for the four boys – paid for by – you guessed it – the parents.

I opened both my eyes and looked at the clock. Twenty to eight. The class started at 8:05 a.m. I threw my legs off the bed and let that motion lead me to an upright position. From there I wandered into the kitchen. I pulled out three boxes of cereal, both the whole and one percent milks, the pitcher of O.J. and one of grape juice, a container of already cleaned and cut strawberries, and a banana, and threw them all on the counter just as the girls came downstairs.

‘Dry cereal again?’ Megan whined.

I was tempted to pour the milk (either whole or one percent, I had no preference) straight into the boxes of cereal, but knew that would mean me going to the store to replace them.

‘Either eat dry cereal or learn to cook,’ I said and wandered back into the bedroom. Willis was already in the suite, in the bathroom, door open, doing his morning toilet.

‘You shouldn’t have locked the bedroom door,’ he said through a mouthful of toothpaste.

‘You shouldn’t have said those things about me to Ken!’ I said, looking in the dresser for clean underwear.

‘They’re true,’ he said nonchalantly, then spat.

‘They are not!’ I protested. ‘And if you think you can manipulate me like you told Ken, you are terribly mistaken!’ I yelled. I’d been up half the night crying over the betrayal.

He rinsed his mouth and turned to me, his chest hairs all sexy-looking. ‘I don’t think I can manipulate you, but I think Ken can manipulate Kerry in her present condition. I was just giving him advice.’

‘Oh,’ I said and smiled at him. Then I frowned. ‘You jerk! You’re trying to manipulate me right now!’

‘Ah, honey,’ he said, coming close and cupping the back of my neck with his big sexy hand.

I jerked back. ‘You’re doing it again! Get away from me!’

‘Now, baby doll—’ he said and laughed.

I ran into the closet and closed the door until I heard his truck leave.

I decided this was yet another opportunity to dress up in my new skinny clothes. I was going to take every opportunity to show off my new body before it returned to the body from hell. I wore a red-print dress, the hem of which came to the middle of my knees, and whose square-cut bodice showed just a mere hint of cleavage.

There were five women in the teachers’ lounge, two members of the three-member committee for teacher presents, the same committee that ruled during the school year, and the mothers of the other miscreants. I sat with the other mothers.

The one woman conspicuously absent from the committee was Kerry Killian.

‘Where’s Kerry?’ I asked of the room in general, before I even noticed the swollen eyes and the Kleenex in the hands of the committee members.

‘You haven’t heard, E.J.?’ asked Arlene Clutcher, the woman who always knew everything before anyone else. There was speculation she was sleeping with the chief of the small Black Cat Ridge police department.

‘Kerry was killed last night,’ Arlene said, and had the grace to look upset. ‘She was murdered.’


TWO

‘But I didn’t find the body!’ I yelled at my husband.

‘Yeah, but I bet you want to worm your way into the investigation, don’t you?’ Willis yelled at me.

‘Of course not!’ I yelled back. ‘I can’t help it if Luna asks for my help!’

‘But she hasn’t!’

‘There are things – like the whole Berta Harris business – she needs to know about!’

‘Stay out of it!’ he yelled.

‘Stop yelling at me!’ I yelled.

Our faces were mere inches from each other’s and spittle was dampening them. And then the doorbell rang.

‘I’ll get it,’ Willis growled at me. I was right behind him when he opened the door. I think I was the only one pleased to see our next-door neighbor Elena Luna, newly appointed lieutenant with the Codderville Police Department, standing there.

‘Hey, Willis,’ she said, then leaning around him, ‘hey, E.J.’

Willis said nothing. I said, ‘Elena, please come in.’

Willis turned and growled at me then stomped off to the garage to do something manly to take his mind off whatever had him so pissed off.

‘Can I get you a Coke?’ I asked her. ‘Or a beer?’

‘I’m on a diet. Some ice water, please?’

We went into the kitchen where I got a glass down from the cabinet, filled it with ice, then water, and handed it to her. We wandered to the kitchen table and sat down.

‘Did I inspire you?’ I asked, indicating my svelte new body.

She inspected me for a moment then said, ‘Well, the girls still look good.’

Thrusting out my chest, I said, ‘They always do.’ Then, ‘So, what’s up?’

‘George Perkins’ – that’s the Black Cat Ridge police chief – ‘asked me to step in on the Kerry Killian case. I know you knew her. What can you tell me?’

I sighed. Thank God she asked and I didn’t have to go next door and convince her to listen to me. This wasn’t my fault, I can tell Willis. She asked, for God’s sake! So then I told her all about Berta Harris and the weirdness that had gone on.

‘So you think Berta Harris was murdered?’ she said.

‘It’s beginning to look that way. Something fishy is going on! And I really believe the two murders are connected,’ I said. Sometimes Luna needs a little help getting started in the right direction.

‘Did Killian really tell you to beware?’ Luna asked me out of nowhere.

‘Well, those weren’t her exact words,’ I said. ‘It was more like, “be careful,” and maybe “stay out of it.”’

Luna hooted with laughter. ‘That last part I can believe.’

‘Can you do an autopsy on cremains?’ I asked.

The look she gave me made me wish I hadn’t actually asked the question aloud. ‘I didn’t think so,’ I said, answering it for myself.

She picked up her cell phone. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I’ll call the M.E.’s office, see who wrote the death certificate and if there was an autopsy done before she was cremated.’

‘I think the Berta was short for Roberta, but maybe check both ways?’

Luna raised an eyebrow. ‘Gee, I never would have thought of that,’ she said in a monotone. Getting ahold of someone on the other end, she said, ‘Check death certificates issued in the county for the last three weeks under the name of Berta or Roberta Harris, or any Harris for that matter, and call me back. Asap. Need a cause of death.’

Looking at me, she said, ‘I take it Willis is pissed off because you’re involved in another murder case.’

‘I’m not involved!’ I protested.

‘Good,’ she said. ‘I’m going to take you at your word. I’m going now and I don’t expect to hear from you at all. Got it?’

‘Just some quick questions—’

‘Nope,’ she said, standing up. ‘You’re not involved, remember.’

‘Just questions any friend would ask—’

Luna sighed and turned toward me, one hand on her hip. ‘What?’

‘When was Kerry killed? Where was she killed? How was she killed? Any clues at the scene—’

‘Stop!’ she said forcefully, her hand up like she was a Supreme doing ‘Stop in the Name of Love.’ ‘Sometime between six p.m. and ten p.m. When her husband started looking for her. At her office. A gunshot between the eyes.’

‘Caliber?’ I asked.

‘Jesus, Pugh, get a grip. You’re not a cop, OK? You know as much now as her husband does, which is more than you should. And I know I’m talking to the hand, but you need to stay out of this. I’ll look into what you told me about Berta Harris but you have to stay out of this.’

‘Will you at least let me know what you find out about Berta?’

She sighed as she stood up. ‘I knew I shouldn’t have come over here. Yes, I’ll let you know. But only about Harris! Got it?’

‘Got it!’ I said enthusiastically as she walked out the door.

I went to the kitchen to look for something in the freezer to try to defrost for dinner.

But then I thought of Kerry’s twin sons. The same age as my girls – fifteen going on sixteen. Kerry ran her home like she did her office – a place for everything and everything in its place. I wasn’t sure if Ken and the boys – Keith and Kenneth, Jr – would be able to survive without her.

But beyond all that, she had been loved. Her boys idolized her and her husband grinned whenever he saw her. Willis sometimes does that and I know what it means. It means love. It means I know your panties have a hole in them and you threw the dirty dishes in the oven when Graham’s counselor came over, and when you scolded the girls you were really laughing inside at their ingenuity. It means I know you lied about spending that money at the mall and you know I peek at you in the shower. It means I know you forgive me for what I said to your father back in ’eighty-nine, and that first dinner you made for me wasn’t really all that bad. It means after twenty-something years of marriage, I would still follow you across the quad and try to get the nerve to talk to you in the book store. It means I love you.

Something had been going on with Kerry. Ken knew that. He’d come to Willis for help. Fat lot of good that did him – seeking advice from Mr Don’t Get Involved. Ken had said she’d been nervous, jumping at shadows, staring out the window. Looking for what? I wondered. When Trisha and I saw her she was perky to the point of manic. What was going on with her, and did it have anything to do with Berta Harris’s murder? Because now I was convinced Berta had been murdered. And I was also convinced something had been going on between Berta and Kerry. Had she and Berta Harris been involved in something together? Something illegal? Fraud? Robbery? Drugs? Kerry could have been using her real estate office to launder money, or to fence stolen property, or to make drug deals. But why? Ken was a corporate attorney who headed up his firm’s office in Austin. He commuted three days a week and played golf the other four. They couldn’t be hurting for money. Kerry was a volunteer at just about everything Black Cat Ridge had to offer, and still had time for a couple of charities in Codderville. The woman knew how to organize a day, I can tell you that. OK, had known. Jeez, it was hard to believe Kerry Killian was dead. She’d been a force to be reckoned with. Like a hurricane churning in the Gulf of Mexico.

I felt my eyes well up with tears and headed to my bedroom. Twenty minutes later I was awakened by my three daughters. For the uninitiated, let me explain the circumstances by which Willis and I have ended up with, count ’em, three daughters. I’m going to explain this in order of their appearance in our home: Megan arrived in our apartment in Houston one sunny February morning, two days after a ten-hour labor and five-degree episiotomy. She weighed eight pounds, four ounces, and was fourteen inches long. Our second daughter, Elizabeth, now called Bess, we acquired four years later when her birth parents, our best friends, Roy and Terry Lester and their two older children, were murdered in their house next door to ours. We legally adopted her about two years later. Our third daughter, Alicia, we took in last year as a foster child. We were thinking of starting adoption proceedings, but then Willis suggested we put that off for a while. When I asked him why, he said for me to check out the way our son Graham looked at her. When I finally noticed, I had to agree. It would be much less complicated for everyone if they were not legally brother and sister. So far I don’t think Alicia has a clue, or the other girls for that matter, and I’d just as soon leave it at that.

Anyway, they woke me up by jumping on the king-sized bed and all going ‘Mom!’ at the same time.

I sat up. ‘What?’ I asked in a not-very-kind voice.

Then I saw the tears in Bess’s eyes, the shock in Alicia’s and the ‘wait until I tell you this’ look in Megan’s.

‘What’s up?’ I asked.

‘Keith and Kenny’s mom got killed!’ Megan said. ‘Murdered! Strangled in her own home! Bludgeoned to death! Then hung from their second-floor balcony!’

Bess elbowed Megan. ‘That’s not what happened,’ she said, sniffing back tears. ‘Or at least, I don’t think so. That sounds like overkill.’

Then Bess and Megan looked at each and both had to cover their mouths to keep from laughing out loud. I think maybe my children have been around a little too many dead bodies in their relatively short lives.

‘God, y’all, stop it!’ Alicia said. ‘This isn’t funny!’ Being new to the family, Alicia still had appropriate feelings.

Then my door burst open again and Graham, my soon-to-graduate son, came rushing in. He saw where Alicia was sitting and moved to the other side of the bed to sit down. Not too obvious, kid.

‘I take it they told you about Keith and Ken’s mom?’ Graham asked.

‘Yes, and Luna was over earlier. So I had heard.’

‘We’ve got to do something for those boys,’ Alicia said.

‘Like what?’ Megan asked. ‘Make them cookies?’ she said, her tone sarcastic.

‘Actually,’ I said, ‘that’s a good idea. That’s what people do when there’s been a death. Make food, take it to the family . . .’

‘Did people do that when the Lesters died?’ Bess asked, speaking of her birth family.

I smiled. ‘They sure did. I think we ended up with three of those sweet potato casseroles with the marshmallows on top. They stayed in the fridge for a week before I ended up throwing them out.’

‘That sounds good,’ Graham said. ‘I could go for some marshmallows right now.’

Ignoring my son, I said to the girls, ‘I think we should start work on this right now. Let’s see what we have in the fridge and pantry, then make a grocery list, and since I’m sure Graham’s going to refuse to help us cook he can go to the grocery store and get the stuff we need. Oh, and pick up one of those rotisserie chickens so I won’t have to worry about dinner.’

With that, the girls and I jumped off the bed and headed into the kitchen.

Trisha and her girls showed up about the time Graham got back from the store, so it ended up with Trisha and me doing most of the cooking while the girls babysat/played with Trisha’s girls. Alicia, the sane one, helped with the cooking. We made a batch of brownies, and a green salad. Trisha ran to her house and brought back stuff to make a from-scratch lasagna and her famous church supper potato casserole. I stayed downwind of all of it as much as possible.

MEGAN

I have nothing against Alicia; she’s a perfectly nice girl, if not just a little creepy – all that hair last year practically covering her face. She looks better this year with the make-over me and Bess gave her, but Bess and I had this thing – it’s not like we were BFFs or anything, not since we were, like, kids, but we had a workable relationship. Sorta me and Bess against the world kinda thing. Now Alicia’s in the mix and I feel left out.

Not that I really care. They were babysitting Mrs McClure’s girls, so I took that moment to scoot into the living room and text my new BFFs, Azalea and D’Wanda, who are twins. Fraternal not identical. Azalea’s hair is longer and her feet are bigger, and D’Wanda has a mole behind her left ear. Other than that, it’s hard to tell them apart. They’re African American and cheerleaders and very popular, and they think hanging with me will help their rep. I’m not sure about that, but me hanging with them has certainly helped mine. Anyway, I texted them about Keith and Kenny’s mom getting killed. Azalea and D’Wanda were in the twin club at school with Keith and Kenny, so they knew them. D’Wanda even had a crush on Keith in sixth grade. Anyway, she thinks it was Keith.

I did my texting thing and was getting ready to go back and help with the babysitting when I got a text back. ‘UR sik. No way. Details! D.’

So I shot off details as I knew them, but before I even hit send, I was getting another text. ‘R the boys OK? Horrible! What can we do? A.’

Another difference: Azalea tends to get mushy about things, whereas D’Wanda’s like me – anything out of the ordinary in this horribly boring place is fun! Even if it is sad, ya know?

I sent a reply then headed back into the kitchen where Mom and Mrs McClure were busy baking away for Mr Killian and the twins.

‘Mom,’ I said, all sweetness and light – it fools her every time, ‘did Mrs McClure tell you about the deal we came to?’

‘Deal?’ Mom asked. ‘What deal?’

‘I’m going to babysit for her when y’all need to go do something!’ I told her, all smiles like the thought of spending ‘quality’ time with Mrs McClure’s bratty kids was somehow going to be fun.

Mom looked at Mrs McClure, who nodded her head. ‘Yes, we did, but I didn’t realize, Megan,’ she said, turning to me, ‘that you hadn’t discussed this with your mother.’

OK, Biotch with a capital bitch! ‘Mom usually doesn’t have a problem with me babysitting, especially when it’s someone we know,’ I said, not losing the smile.

My mom shrugged her shoulders. ‘It’s OK with me,’ she said, ‘if it’s OK with Mrs McClure.’

‘I’m tickled to have her,’ Mrs McClure said. ‘I think Megan is very mature for her age and I know the girls just love her.’

I smiled brightly, wiggled my fingers at them and went over to where Bess and Alicia were watching Mrs McClure’s girls.

‘“Megan’s so mature!”’ Bess mimicked in a sing-song voice. “‘The girls just love her!’” Turning to the little girls playing with Barbies on the floor, Bess said, ‘Don’t you two just love old Megan here?’

The two little girls – sorry, I forget their names – looked at each other then back at Bess, and shrugged. ‘Ha!’ I said. ‘Good enough!’

Without even communicating our decision, Trisha and I told my girls to watch her girls and we were off to the Killian household together.

Once in the car, I told Trisha, ‘You keep the guys busy while I check out the house, see what I can find.’

‘I don’t know, E.J.,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘They just lost Kerry. Isn’t this kinda mean?’

‘Finding her killer is mean? I don’t think so.’ I said it, but I didn’t believe it. Rummaging through their house the night after their wife/mother was killed was an awful thing to do. But let’s face it, that wasn’t going to stop me. ‘All you have to do is talk to them, the kids. I’ll do all the heavy lifting,’ I said.

Kerry’s house was one of the nicer ones on her street. Being a real estate agent gave her first crack at the better deals, and rumor was she and Ken had gotten this two-and-a-half story, five bedroom with formals for a song. It was also on two lots backing up to the green belt. Primo property. I pulled into the driveway where the twins were shooting hoops with the basket attached to the front of the detached garage. One held the ball (I could never tell them apart) while the other took a couple of steps toward us.

‘Hey, Miz Pugh,’ he said.

‘Hi,’ I said, avoiding calling him by name. Instead I held up the dishes I was carrying. ‘We brought y’all some supper.’

‘Cool,’ the one with the ball said. He threw it into the open garage and headed for the back door. ‘Come on this way. I’m starving.’

We followed both boys into the kitchen. I’d always loved Kerry’s kitchen – huge, country-style, with black and white tile floors, whitewashed cabinets with glass doors showing how perfectly organized her kitchen was, shiny red accessories and a big Coca-Cola clock bringing the color scheme together. Ken, Sr sat at the black lacquered kitchen table, his head in his hands.

‘Dad,’ one of the boys said softly. ‘Miz Pugh’s here with some food.’

Ken, Sr dug the palms of his hands into his eyes, looking like a lost little boy, then raised his eyes to us. ‘Hey, E.J,’ he said, trying to stand. I shooed him back down. ‘Thanks for this,’ he said, his hand encompassing the dishes of food laid out on the countertops.

‘You boys sit down,’ Trisha said as she opened the cabinets to get down plates.

‘Who wants what to drink?’ I asked, going to the refrigerator.

One boy said, ‘Milk,’ while the other said, ‘Water.’ Ken, Sr didn’t answer, so I fixed him ice water as well.

We served them dinner. The boys ate ravenously as only teenaged boys can. Ken, Sr pushed his food around the plate.

Trisha and I were leaning against the sink, watching, when I caught her eye, indicating I was heading out of the room. She nodded her head and I stepped out.

Kerry’s house was beautifully decorated, but you could still tell teenaged boys lived there. In the formal dining room with its Shaker-style table and buffet, two backpacks adorned the table top while jackets rode the backs of chairs. Peeking into the living room, beautifully decorated in an eclectic style, I saw a baseball bat on a chair and a soda can leaving a ring on the coffee table.

Knowing I didn’t have much time, I left all that for a look in the master bedroom, definitely a woman’s bedroom, white on white, with lace and pillows galore. Seeing a romance novel on a side table, I went to that side of the bed first. Her table had three drawers, the top one a small drawer containing a china box with nail file, cuticle scissors, and hair clips, a newish edition of a tabloid magazine, rolled up and bound with a pink ribbon, two ballpoint pens and a small tablet stolen from a Holiday Inn.

The first large drawer beneath the small one held hand lotion, a couple of bottles of prescription medicine (Tylenol II and penicillin), and two more romance novels. The second and last drawer, deeper still, held one of those mesh bags for delicate washing filled with socks for all occasions – Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, the Fourth of July, etc., although wearing socks on the fourth in central Texas seems masochistic – some designer scarves, and underneath all that a nice-sized (and manly shaped) vibrator. My first thought was, You go, girl.

But that thought was pushed out of my head when I heard Ken’s voice. ‘You’re looking in the wrong place.’

I swung around to see Ken and both boys standing in the doorway to the master bedroom, Trisha behind them, jumping up and down in some sort of warning frenzy. I hoped she realized it wasn’t working.

‘Ken – I’m sorry. I was looking for the bathroom—’

‘Save it, E.J. I know what you’re looking for. I was hoping that was the real reason you came over. The food’s great, and we thank you for it, but—’

‘We know what you do, Miz Pugh,’ one of the boys said.

‘And we’ll help you anyway we can,’ the other one said.

‘I’d rather the boys stayed out of it—’ Ken started, while both boys interrupted with ‘Dad!’

He looked at his sons and tousled the hair of the one closest to him. ‘I know you want to find out who did this, guys, but E.J.’s a pro at this. We’ll leave it to her.’ Looking back at me, he said, ‘We know the police are going to be looking into it, but I also know that you can go places and do things the police can’t. I’ll pay you any amount of money you want to find out who did this to Kerry and why.’

I moved to Ken, Sr and hugged him. Stepping back, I said, ‘I won’t take your money, Ken, that’s an absolute. And I’m not a pro. I’m a bumbling amateur who doesn’t know what the hell she’s doing half the time. But Kerry was my friend and I’ll do whatever I can to find out what happened. Just don’t tell Willis.’
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