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CHAPTER

ONE

––––––––
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THERE IS NEVER ANY booze in your coffee when you need it. Not that I’m a big booze hound. My husband and I enjoy beer with our barbeque and the occasional wine with our dinner, and the every-so-often Irish coffee or cocktail. My mother and my half-brother Clark are both recovering alcoholics, but that insidious disease seems to have, thankfully, skipped me. Not that I’m not plagued with my own obsessions, but I seem to have dodged the bullet on the big three addictions: alcohol, drugs, and gambling. Still, right about now, would be a good time to pull out a flask and pour a good measure of something strong and mind altering into the beverage in front of me.

I was sitting in a Starbucks in Long Beach across the table from a very annoyed Shelita Thomas. My mother was the cause of her irritation. The stone in her shoe. The pain in my backside.

“Your mother is a bad influence,” Shelita said to me, symbolically snapping my mother’s scrawny neck with each emphasized word. Shelita is African-American, in her mid to late fifties, like me, but unlike me was tall and bony. She clutched her coffee between her hands and pursed her full lips in disapproval until they resembled an overripe plum. “I don’t want her spending time with my father.”

Gawd, Mom, I’d groaned silently, what have you done now?

Shelita’s father is Art Franklin, a lovely man who lives in the same retirement community as my mother, Grace Littlejohn. Art and Mom are good friends and Art has been a guest in our home on several occasions, often serving as Mom’s plus-one at parties. I’d met Shelita a few times during special events at Seaside Retirement Community. She’d always been friendly and we’d even exchanged phone numbers just in case an emergency came up with either of our elderly parents. When Shelita called me last night and suggested we meet for coffee this morning, the last thing I expected was to be dressed down like a lax parent of an out-of-control preschooler. But then Shelita is an elementary school principal, so I guess her response and behavior were natural.

“What are you talking about, Shelita?” I’d asked after she’d listed Mom’s supposed crimes. I really was in the dark about her concerns.

She took a drink of her coffee. It was the end of August, and even though a recent brutal heat wave had ended, it was still in the mid-80s every day. The last thing I wanted was hot coffee, so I had opted instead for an iced latte. With each word of complaint Shelita voiced, I pined for the missing booze in my beverage. The next time Shelita calls a meeting, I going to suggest a bar or I’m bringing a flask. Considering my mother, it’s a wonder I don’t drink more often.

“I received a call from the management office at Seaside yesterday,” she told me. “Seems your mother and my father are pestering them about some resident they believe is missing. And I just know Grace is behind it, goading my father into doing something he ordinarily wouldn’t do.”

I’d pulled my cell phone out of my purse and checked it in front of her. There were no messages and there hadn’t been any calls from the retirement community. “Why would they call you and not me?” I asked.

“I went to college with Mona D’Angelo,” Shelita explained. “You know, the woman who manages the front office at Seaside? She always gives me a heads up when she feels something is amiss and thinks I should know about it.”

In other words, Mona D’Angelo is a spy and a snitch. But I’d kept that to myself too. “So what is Mona’s concern?” I knew if it was about my mother, it could be anything. She was obstinate and pig-headed and followed her own drummer. She was definitely not a sweet old lady who knitted and blushed at swear words.

“Like I said, the two of them, Grace and Dad, have been hounding the front office about one of the retirees who they believe is missing.”

“It sounds like they are merely concerned about their friend,” I said, coming to Mom’s defense. “Did Mona look into it?”

“Of course,” Shelita answered with a definite nod. “You never know with older folks. He could have slipped in the tub or something. Mona and one of the security guards used a pass key and checked out the man’s place and found nothing. It looks like he simply left town. I understand he has a little dog and the dog is gone too. So is his car.”

“So what’s the problem?” I asked, using a napkin to dab latte foam from my lips. “It seems to me that Mom and Art were just being good neighbors.”

“The problem is, they won’t leave it alone.” Shelita frowned, knitting her brows together until they resembled a long black scarf hugging her eyes. Shelita had dark brown almond shaped eyes, like her father’s. She also had a cluster of small freckles on each cheek and several across the bridge of her nose that strung them all together like a tin can telephone. “Mona said the office did that check a week ago and Grace and Dad are still insisting that something is wrong. They even called the police and reported the man missing.”

I had my latte straw nearly to my lips again when my hand skidded the cup to a stop. “They called the police to file a missing person’s report?”

“Yes, they did,” Shelita confirmed. “The police came out, took a look around, and pronounced no sign of foul play or anything else.”

“The Long Beach Police?” I asked as my stomach did a nervous jiggle. We knew one of the homicide detectives with the Long Beach Police well. Andrea Fehring was a by-the-book detective who didn’t take lightly to civilians messing with police matters. She was especially sour on the whole idea when it involved anyone in my family since we’ve crossed paths on several occasions. Andrea wore two hats in my life – one as a sometimes friend and the other as a cop who’d love to see Greg and me move to another part of the country and take Mom with us.

“Yes, of course,” Shelita answered, impatience creeping into her words. “Seaside is in Long Beach.”

The police check must have been done by routine patrol cops and wasn’t on Andrea’s radar, because if she did get wind of Mom’s obsession with this missing geezer, she’d be the one calling me, not tattletale Mona or anxious Shelita. 

“Odelia, weren’t you the one who found that corpse in the trunk of your car earlier this year?” From Shelita’s tone, it sounded like she was asking if I was the scamp who’d put paste on a schoolmate’s peanut butter and jelly sandwich.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Yes, I am.”

“Maybe your mother’s imagination has been stirred up by that?” she suggested. “Which is fine. I just don’t want my father involved.” 

Apparently, Shelita didn’t know about all the other bodies I’d found or the scrapes I’d been in, some with Mom. The proper principal also probably hadn’t heard about my playground nickname of Corpse Magnet, given to me my Seth Washington, one of my dearest friends. If she had, I’m sure she would have worked it into the conversation by now.

“Look, Shelita,” I’d said, trying to sound reasonable and not on the defense. “I really think Mom and Art are just concerned about their neighbor, and their imaginations ran away with them.” I was making sure I made Art an equal partner in the mischief. Mom wasn’t about to take this rap alone. “They are retired and have little else to do with their time. They also like each other and are grown adults with all their faculties. I can’t tell my mother she can’t play with Art any longer, any more than you can tell your father that my mother is off limits.” I took another deep breath. “My mother’s a piece of work. You’ll get no argument there from me. But Art hardly seems like an obedient puppy just following her around.”

I could tell Shelita didn’t like my response one bit. She drank down the rest of her coffee with one gulp, dabbed a napkin gently over her red-purple lipstick, and rose to go. “I’m still going to suggest to my father that he find someone else with whom to spend his time.” She slung her tidy purse over one shoulder.

“Knock yourself out, Shelita,” I told her, “but don’t be surprised if you meet with stubborn refusal from your father. You work with kids. You should know that telling someone with any amount of determination, no matter their age, not to do something, is a sure way for them to dig in their heels.”

Then I added silently to myself, “And that goes double for my mother.”

As I watched Shelita leave, I called Mom and told her I wanted to drop by. She sounded excited and said she was going to call me anyway.

CHAPTER

TWO

––––––––
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MY MOTHER LOOKED ABOUT to pop her dentures from excitement as I made my way from the curb in front of her townhouse to her door. She had been sitting on her patio waiting for me with Art Franklin. I didn’t tell Mom that I’d met with Art’s daughter, only that I wanted to talk to her. As I got close, Mom hopped up to greet me over the low block wall that separated her patio from the rest of the front yard.

Seaside isn’t a rest home, but one of those developments for people over fifty-five. It consists of several acres of attached townhomes pleasantly placed throughout a honeycomb of paved walks, well maintained green belts, and pristine streets. It has a large swimming pool, a recreation room and a gym, along with regularly scheduled activities. The residents putt around on golf carts behind a security wall with a 24-hour guard on the gate. The only thing Seaside didn’t have that kept it from being considered luxury digs was a golf course. 

Mom’s development is located in Long Beach right on the border with Seal Beach, the town where we live. There is a huge retirement community in Seal Beach with a golf course, several pools, and more amenities, but my mother passed on it because it was too large for her liking. Clark lives in one of the swankier specimens of such a geriatric village in Arizona, just outside of Phoenix. Mom likes visiting Clark at his place, but prefers to live where she can meet and know most of her neighbors. Personally, I think she means she likes having less people to keep track of when she’s being nosey.

Mom is quick to point out to me that even though my husband, Greg Stevens, isn’t old enough to meet the minimum age requirement, I am, so we should consider buying a place at Seaside. And I am just as quick to point out that we have a 70-pound Golden Retriever, a big no-no at a place with a pet policy restricting animals to twenty pounds in weight. Wainwright isn’t even allowed to come with us when we visit Mom, making it necessary for Mom to come to our place when she wants to visit her grand-doggy. They also have a one pet per household restriction. Another strike against us, thankfully, since we also have a cat.

It’s too bad Seaside doesn’t have a weight restriction for its residents and guests, then maybe Mom would get off my back. My name is Odelia Patience Gray and I weigh in at around two hundred twenty pounds on a five foot one inch frame. Surely, I would be over any weight limit in their resident policy if they had one, and then I wouldn’t be spending my Tuesday afternoon listing to my mother’s harebrained ideas. Of course, that would mean she’d just get in her car and drive to our house. Which means I couldn’t make an excuse to leave after a suitable time like I can here. Both had their drawbacks and their charms.

“Hi, Mom,” I said in greeting over the wall. “Hi, Art.” Art lifted a glass of something in greeting.

“The door’s open,” Mom told me. “come on in.”

After entering her townhouse, I dropped my tote bag on the coffee table and exited again through the patio door to join Mom and Art, careful to shut the slider behind me to keep in the air conditioning. Bending down, I quickly kissed Mom on the forehead. Art flashed me a beautiful smile, bright white against his semi-sweet chocolate skin. He still had all his own teeth, which he was happy to brag about without much prompting. 

Art Franklin is a very well-preserved man, widowed, and in his early seventies. He’d retired from the post office after serving it for over forty years. He was good-natured and smart. When Mom first moved into Seaside, Art seemed very interested romantically in her, but over time she’d seemed to have dampened his ardor and he scaled back to just being her good friend, at least for appearance’s sake. Since coming to California, Mom has had a couple of suitors, much to our surprise since she’s often cranky. Art was our favorite. Greg and I even joked about adopting Art and sending Mom packing to his family on holidays. I’m sure Shelita would just love that.

“Are you not interested in dating Art Franklin because he’s black?” I asked Mom once while we were out to lunch alone. 

For a long time Mom stared at me like I’d just told her I’d been kidnapped by aliens and suffered a probing. Finally, she said, “Do you really think I’m that type of person, Odelia?”

“No,” I answered honestly, “but he’s so nice and has all his own teeth, not to mention a great sense of humor. A trait that helps in getting along with you, I might add. I’m just wondering why you don’t seem interested in such a nice stable man.”

“He’s too young for me,” she’d said and slurped a spoonful of soup.

“He’s just a few years younger than you,” I pointed out. 

“I like him just fine as a good friend, Odelia. We have a lot of laughs together. Now mind your own business.” She took another mouthful of soup.

“Why? You never mind yours.” I took a bite of my sandwich and chewed as more thoughts came to mind. “Is he terminally ill? Is he hiding a criminal record?”

“M.Y.O.B.,” she’d snapped, clearly agitated at my questioning. She looked up from the depths of her bowl. “I’m old, Odelia. I’ve been married twice and have no desire to have another husband. Art are I are good as we are. We have fun, then he goes home to his place. I like it like that.”

My eyebrows raised higher than twin Golden Arches. “Are you and Art sleeping together?” This was not an original thought. Greg had once asked me if I thought Mom and Art were doing it.

Mom put her spoon down with a hard thud, hard enough to make the salt and pepper shakers on the table snap to attention. “Yes, Odelia,” she hissed across the table. “Art Franklin and I are having hot monkey sex at night on the shuffleboard court.”

Seeing it was Grace Littlejohn saying those words, I wasn’t sure if it was true or not.

“Once we even got caught by the nighttime security guard,” she added. “He joined us for a three-some.”

Okay, now I knew she was being facetious – disturbing and facetious. It was difficult enough getting the picture of Mom and Art doing it out of my head, but Mom in a threesome was surely going to send me into therapy.

That whole conversation came to mind now as I watched Mom and Art sitting contentedly side-by-side on padded plastic patio chairs while sipping iced tea. On a table between them was a plate of my mother’s yummy banana bread. Thanks to her AC, Mom baked year-round. I sat down, took a slice of the bread, and bit off a large chunk. 

“There are no nuts in it,” I complained around a half-full mouth.

“Art’s allergic to nuts,” Mom said. “I also made a batch with nuts. It’s inside. You can take a loaf home to Greg.” I took note that she didn’t include me in the gift of banana bread. Mom adores my husband.

I continued chewing and shook my head. “Greg’s out of town for the next week to ten days. It’s his annual trip to visit the Phoenix and Colorado shops. I put him on a plane early this morning. He’s going to stay with Clark while he’s in Phoenix.”

Mom touched the side of her head with an index finger. “I’d forgotten that his trip was coming up.”

“Greg does that every year?” Art asked.

I nodded as I swallowed my second bite of nut-free banana bread. “Yes. He and his partner Boomer meet in Phoenix to check out that store and meet with its manager for a few days. Then they’ll fly up to Colorado to have their annual meeting and go over the books at Boomer’s branch.” I grabbed a napkin from a small pile on the table. “Greg also wants to visit some friends from college who have recently settled in Denver.”

“Are they still thinking of starting another store?” Mom asked, knowing that it was something Greg and Boomer wanted to do but had held off because of the economy.

“They revisit that possibility every year,” I told her. “Greg is thinking if they do, it might be in Seattle. He’s learned of a shop up there for sale, so instead of starting from scratch, they could buy it and turn it into one of their shops.”

“Isn’t your friend Dev Frye up in Seattle now?” Art asked. 

An elderly couple, both with hair as white as snow, strolled by. As they passed, they waved to us. Mom and Art waved back. Mom leaned toward me and whispered, “That’s George and Eleanor Brown. Enlarged prostrate and incontinence issues.”

“Yes, he is,” I answered, ignoring Mom’s commentary on her neighbors. “He’s the one who told Greg about the shop for sale.”

“Maybe he could get Dev to run it,” Mom suggested. “It would give him something to do in retirement.”

I laughed, not imagining Dev for a second sitting on a porch cataloging his neighbor’s health issues. “Greg said the same thing.” 

Six months earlier our good friend Dev Frye had retired from the Newport Beach Police Department and moved to Seattle to be with his girlfriend Beverly. He’d been a homicide detective for a long time and a good one. We all miss him a great deal. We hear from him via email about once a month. He reported that things in Seattle were fine but Greg and I both thought he sounded bored.

Mom put her glass on the table and got up from her chair. “Let me fetch you some ice tea,” she said to me. 

“I can get it,” I protested.

“Nonsense,” Mom said. “I need to get up and move my old joints anyway, or would you rather come inside where it’s cool.”

“No,” I answered, “outside is fine. There’s a nice breeze now that the heat’s given us a break.”

She looked at Art. “You need a refill?”

Art looked down at his glass. “No thanks, Grace. I’m good.”

“When I come back,” Mom said to me, “Art and I can tell you about these suspicions we have about a neighbor.”

“Is that what you’ve been bothering the management office about?” I asked, my last bite of banana bread halfway to my mouth. 

Mom shook a bony finger at me. “I’ll bet that Mona D’Angelo called you. She’s such a snitch.” Before I could respond, Mom disappeared into her cool condo. I turned to Art with unasked questions plastered across my face.

“I’ll let Grace tell you the details,” Art began, “but have you ever heard of Boaz Shankleman?”

I ran the name through my memory bank, then slowly said, “I don’t think so. Does he live here at Seaside?”

Art nodded, then took another sip of his tea. “Yes, he does. How about Bo Shank? Does that name ring a bell?”

This time a sharp ding went off in my head. “Bo Shank? Do you mean the lead singer for the old band Acid Storm?” I gave my head a gentle shake. “He lives here?”

“Yep,” Art answered, but he goes by his real name now – Boaz Shankleman.”

“I loved that band when I was in college,” I said with excitement. “They had a couple of hit albums then disappeared. I believe the band broke up.”

Mom returned with my iced tea. I took it from her and took a long thirsty drink. 

“I’m so glad you called today, Odelia,” Mom said after settling back into her chair. “I was going to call you anyway. We need you to help us. We think something’s happened to Boaz. He’s gone missing for a couple of weeks and no one will do anything about it.”

“Maybe he’s off visiting his kids,” I suggested.

Art shook his head. “Doesn’t have any. At least that’s what he told us.”

“In fact,” Mom added, “Bo claims he doesn’t have any family. He told us he was married once in his forties for a couple of years, but that’s it.”

“He can still take a vacation, can’t he?” I asked before taking another sip of tea.

“He can and he has,” Mom answered, “but he always tells us when he does. He usually has Art take care of his plants when he leaves town.”

“And Ringo once in a while,” Art chimed in. “If he doesn’t take him with him, which he usually does.”

“Ringo?” I asked, still in shock that one of my favorite singers from the 70’s was living in the same place as my mother.

“That’s his taco terrier,” Mom clarified, still leaving me in the dark.

“A taco terrier?” I asked, sounding like a repetitious dunce.

Mom let out a big loud sigh. “As nutty as you are about animals, Odelia, I would have thought you’d know what that is.”

“Educate me,” I said, getting annoyed with her attitude. I turned to Art, the much nicer of my two current companions.

“A taco terrier,” he explained, “is a hybrid – half Chihuahua and half toy terrier. It has a sturdier body than a full bred Chihuahua, but it’s still pretty small.”

“It has the big ears of a Chihuahua, too, but it’s not as yippy,” Mom said. “At least Ringo’s not obnoxious.”

“Ok,” I said, getting the conversation back to the original topic. “Recapping, you haven’t seen Bo in a while.”

“It’s been a couple of weeks,” Mom clarified, interrupting me.

“You haven’t seen Bo in a couple of weeks,” I clarified, “and he didn’t tell anyone he was leaving town.”

“Right,” Art said, “and he’s not answering his phone or returning voice mails. Grace and I have both left several messages. We also have his email address, and he’s not answering that either.”

“Considering that Bo lives alone,” I said after thinking about it a few seconds, “I can see why you’re both concerned, but if the dog and car are gone, then Bo probably went on some extended trip and forgot to tell you. Maybe it was a last minute thing.” I took another sip of tea. “Art, if you took care of his plants and dog once in a while, did he give you a key?”

“I always returned it when he came back,” he said. “He never offered to have me hold on to it. And this time he didn’t even ask me to look in on the plants.”

“By the way,” Mom interjected, “Art and I have exchanged keys. I keep it in the junk drawer along with your extra key.”

“That’s nice to know,” I nodded, trying to keep my earlier ideas out of my head. I took another drink of tea. “I understand you asked the management office to look into it.”

“So Mona did call you,” Mom said, peeved. “She treats us all like a bunch of special needs kids.” She twitched her nose. “It’s annoying.” 

I didn’t say how I already knew about this. I’d rather she think Mona D’Angelo was a snitch than Shelita was coming to me wanting to break up this friendship. 

“Yes,” Mom continued, “we notified the management office. They went over there and knocked quite loudly, then the security guard opened Bo’s place. Art and I went with him.”

“Not a thing was out of place and no Boaz or Ringo,” Art reported. “The plants needed watering, but that was about it. The guard let me water them while we were in there.”

I put my tea on the table and got up to stretch. It was nearly noon and I was starting to feel very warm sitting outside, even if we were under the shade of the patio roof. “I still think you’re going to find out that Bo went on a long trip or vacation and simply forgot to tell anyone. It might have been last minute.” I waited, wondering if Mom was going to tell me about contacting the police. When she didn’t, I decided not to bring it up. I’d learned long ago with Mom to let sleeping dogs lie – taco terriers or not. 

Picking up my tea glass, I opened the slider to go into the house to get my bag. “I have lunch plans with Zee,” I told them, “so I have to shove off.” I smoothed down the front of my sun dress.

Mom followed me in and Art followed her, like ducklings crossing the street in a row. “Aren’t you going to snoop around a bit?” Mom asked. “That’s what we want you to do.”

I picked up my bag and pulled out my car keys. “I’m sure Bo put an emergency number on his Seaside application. Do you know if the management office called it?”

Art and Mom looked at each other, then in unison shrugged.

“Tell you what,” I told them. “How about I swing by the front office before I leave and inquire if they did that or not?”

“Sounds good,” Art said with his killer natural smile. “I think they’re tired of hearing from us anyway.”

I turned to my mother. “Will that make you feel better, Mom?”

She crossed her arms in front of her, clearly not happy with my meager offering. “Well, it’s a start,” she groused, “but I think he’s met with foul play, Odelia. Both him and the dog. And the sooner we start looking into it, the faster we can solve it.”

“Why do you say that, Mom? Was Bo a shady character or into drugs or stuff like that?”

“He’s a great guy,” answered Art.

Mom nodded in agreement. “Yes, one of the best around here, funny and smart.” She uncrossed her arms and rubbed her abdomen. “I just got a gut feeling about this, Odelia, like I ate something bad. Do you know what I mean?”

I very well knew what my mother meant. Gut feelings were a family trait.

CHAPTER

THREE

––––––––
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“SO WHAT DID THE FRONT office say?” asked Zee after I told her about Mom and Art’s concern and my coffee with Shelita.

I picked up a piece of my turkey club sandwich ready to take a bite. “They said they did call his emergency contact and that person, his band manager I think they told me, said he had no idea where Bo is at the moment and hadn’t heard from him either.” I took a bite and chewed. “But Mona in the front office also told me that he said it didn’t strike him as odd at all that Bo took off on a long or unplanned trip without telling anyone. He claimed Bo did it often.”

“But Grace and Art thought it odd?” Zee asked. 

“Yep. According to them, he would have someone at least check on his plants while he was away.”

Across from me, Zee was working on rebuilding her burger. No matter what she orders, Zee has to take it apart, then reassemble it exactly the way she wants. Only soup is safe from this habit of hers. I simply pick up what’s in front of me and dive into it like I’m bobbing for apples. 

“On the way here, I called Mom and told her what Mona said, but she’s still not happy.”

Zee stopped fiddling with her food and looked at me. We were sitting outside at a favorite café and she was wearing sunglasses. The darkness of the lens and frames nearly matched her dark skin, making her head look like a large round chocolate truffle. “So what’s your next move,” she asked. 

I shrugged. “Nothing more I can do.”

“Don’t give me that.” She fixed me with her ninja mom stare. Since Zee was now an empty nester, I was getting it more and more since her kids weren’t around, like she had that look stored up inside and if she didn’t let it loose on someone she’d burst at the seams. She picked up a sweet potato fry and aimed it at me like an extra finger. “I know you and I know Grace. Neither of you can keep your nose out of anything.”

“How is Hannah feeling?” I said, changing the subject to Zee’s very pregnant daughter who lived on the East Coast. The pending birth of her first grandchild was Zee’s favorite topic.

“She’s fine and big as a house,” Zee said with a wide smile that rivaled Art’s. “And about to pop!” To confirm her claim, she pulled out her phone and showed me a recent photo of Hannah. My unofficial Goddaughter did, indeed, look about to explode.

“I’m surprised you’re still here in California.” I licked mayonnaise off a finger. 

“Seth and I are leaving tonight, as a matter of fact.” Zee bit half of her fry and chewed it. “We were going next week, but Hannah said she thinks the baby is coming early, so we’re hopping a red-eye tonight.”

“Give Hannah a big hug for me, and I have a gift for her in my car.” We each took another bite of our food.

“So, what are you going to do about this Boaz guy?” Zee asked again after taking a drink of lemonade.

“What can I do, Zee?” I asked, trying another maneuver by answering a question with a question.

Zee wiped her hands on a napkin before speaking. “Odelia, I’ve never seen you at a loss before on what to do in such circumstances, or do you need a dead body before the Sherlock Holmes part of your brain kicks in?”

Ouch!

But she had a point. There was no body and my big behind wasn’t in a jam, nor was anyone I loved in danger. This was a simple snoop job with the only down side being that I might end up annoying the hell out of someone. And my mother and Art had already paved that highway ahead of me.

“Yeah, you’re right. I guess I could snoop around and see if I can find out something. Doing that would make Mom happy. The folks at Seaside didn’t give me the name of Bo’s manager, but that shouldn’t be too hard to find out. He’d either be the one from before, which means he’s probably mentioned on their Acid Storm’s Wikipedia page, or he’s someone who books their current gigs.”

Zee looked at me with surprise. “I thought Acid Storm broke up decades ago.”

I nodded as I chewed and swallowed the bite of sandwich in my mouth. “They did, but I think I remember reading somewhere that some of the members of the band still make occasional guest appearances. Of all the guys in the band, Bo Shank would be the biggest draw, even now. Either way, I’m sure I can track down his manager online.”

I took another bite of my club sandwich and washed it down with a healthy gulp of iced tea. What I could also do was check Marigold, but I didn’t mention that to Zee because I had never told her about the ultra-secret internet search engine I’d stumbled upon via a contract researcher my boss Mike Steele and I had used in the past. When she retired and moved into a rest home, Barbara had given me her passwords to several of her subscription search engines and I had paid her for the time left on them.

When I’m not stumbling over dead bodies, I’m a corporate paralegal at a law firm called Templin and Tobin, T&T for short. The T&T main office is in Los Angeles, in Century City, but I work in their Orange County branch. Several attorneys and staff migrated to T&T from our previous law firm, including Steele, who manages the OC office. Marigold has proven itself quite useful in my paralegal work. Now when Steele needs useful information on a party to a business transaction, especially if he’s smelling something a bit off, he gives me the job instead of contracting it out. I haven’t exactly told Steele about Marigold, just that Barbara gave me a lot of her research information when she retired.

Marigold isn’t exactly in the deep dark web where nefarious activities of all kinds take place, but it’s not crawling on the surface waving a red flag announcing its existence. You have to be referred to it by another user to even know it’s there. It can pull information on anyone or any company, much of which is public but not easily attainable and certainly not conveniently located in one spot. And some of it may not be public, but gathered from servers that the folks who operate Marigold have accessed, legally or illegally. Marigold was invaluable to me after that body was found in the trunk of my car in February. And it might be useful now in finding a lead on the whereabouts of Boaz Shankleman. As soon as I got home after lunch, I would run his name through Marigold’s digital brain and see what cropped up. 

After lunch Zee and I went to a local baby store and ordered a gift for Hannah’s baby from Greg and me. We were getting her a stroller and I wanted Zee with me to make sure I ordered the right one to be sent. My mother had had one of the ladies at Seaside knit a darling blanket, booties, and cap set for Hannah and I passed that gift along to Zee to carry with her on the trip since they could be packed easily.

“I didn’t know Grace did such beautiful handwork,” Zee said as she stroked the blanket. “These are gorgeous. Hannah is going to love them.” I didn’t wrap the items because I want Zee to see them. They were pretty spectacular and done in the softest and palest green yarn imaginable.

“She doesn’t,” I said as I stood next to my car in the parking lot of the baby store. Next to it was Zee’s car. “My mother gets these from a lady at Seaside named Teri Thomson. Whenever Mom needs a handmade gift like this, she’s Mom’s first stop. Teri’s work is amazing. Mom is a great baker. That’s her talent. Speaking of which,” I said as I dipped my head back into my car and pulled out a loaf swathed in plastic wrap. “Here’s a loaf of Mom’s banana bread for you and Seth.”

“She’s baking in this heat?” Zee asked as she happily took the treat.

“Yep. She loves to bake. She doesn’t eat much of it, but she sure can crank it out.” I chuckled. “Clark says she started baking when she stopped drinking. It’s her therapy when she anxious about stuff.”

“I hate to hear that Grace is troubled,” Zee said with genuine concern, “but I sure do love the results. Seth will eat this entire loaf tonight before we go if I don’t watch him. Maybe I’ll stick it in the freezer until we get home from Hannah’s. He says I don’t bake enough now that the kids are gone.” She rolled her large expressive eyes and patted her round belly. “Like either of us need it.”

“Me included,” I added. “It’s like Mom’s our dealer and her bread and cookies are crack. I’m putting my loaf directly into the freezer too, to save it for Greg.”

Zee laughed. I love her laugh. It’s as rich as dark chocolate and as merry as an elf’s. “Right,” she said, winking at me. “I’m betting it’s half gone by noon tomorrow.” Zee knew me too well. We’ve known each other for over twenty years. Hannah was just a toddler when I met Zee and Seth, and their son Jacob hadn’t been born yet. 

“Well, dear,” she said, “give me a hug because I won’t see you until I get back from my trip.” We hugged tightly. After, she added, “And don’t you go getting into any trouble while I’m gone and especially while Greg’s out of town.”

“What trouble? I’m just going to look up some stuff on the computer and make a few phone calls to keep my mother happy. Pretty boring stuff. Not to mention, you encouraged me over lunch to do it.”

“That’s the plan, Stan,” she said with another signature laugh. “If you help Grace with this, maybe you’ll be too busy to get into any real trouble.”

CHAPTER

FOUR

––––––––
[image: ]


WHEN I GOT HOME, THE first thing I did was put the banana bread directly into the freezer. Huh. A lot that smarty pants Zee knows. I can be trusted with baked goods. I even did it before I greeted Wainwright and Muffin, although I had to maneuver a gauntlet of wagging tails and meows to do it.

Poor Wainwright. He usually goes everywhere with Greg. With Greg travelling for the next week or so, the dog was going to be singing the blues. I’d have to make sure we took two walks a day instead of just our usual morning walk down to the beach. Muffin, on the other hand, didn’t care who was home as long as there was at least one warm lap in which to snuggle.

After taking care of animal greetings, I pulled out my laptop, grabbed a yellow pad and pen, and went out on the patio to work. I wanted to first initiate a Marigold search for Boaz Shankleman. That might quickly lead me to some people I can contact to ask about Bo and that would put my mother and Art at ease. It helps on Marigold if you can provide as much information as possible to weed out duplicate names. Although I doubted there were many Boaz Shanklemans running around, I was able to pull Bo’s date of birth from Wikipedia and insert that along with his name and alias of Bo Shank into the Marigold search engine. Marigold results were not instantaneous. It could take anywhere from thirty minutes to two hours, depending on how much there was to pull and how busy the server was at the time. In the meantime, I pulled up images of Bo on Google and checked them out. 

He’d been a tall, sexy drink of water in his band’s heyday, with a lean body and wavy dark hair that he wore down to about his chin most of the time. Over the years, Bo’s hair had run the gamut of lengths from shoulder-length to almost a buzz cut. I’d lusted after the singer during his wavy mane period. Recent photos of him showed a man in his late sixties, still lean, still sporting a shock of wavy hair, but now it was steel gray. His taste in facial hair had been just as varied from full and long to short, but never clean shaven. Even now, he wore a van dyke beard, much like my husband’s, but gray. Greg’s beard was showing scant bits of gray, like patches of snow at the end of winter. Sometimes he liked it, sometimes he didn’t and threatened to shave it off, proving that men are just as vain about going gray as women. Bo’s face looked like a rough road with deep tire tracks around his eyes and mouth, but even when he was younger Bo Shank hadn’t been a pretty boy. He was still good looking though, even for an old guy and even in photos, exuding a casual sexiness that was hard to ignore.

I was opening the various current photos of Bo that showed him with people. On the webpages on which they appeared, some had captions noting who was with him. I saved the photos to my desktop that I thought might be important and jotted down the names of the people with him in each. There were a few of Bo holding a small dog. I opened the first one and there was no caption. The second one yielded information. The caption for the photo read, Bo Shank with his taco terrier Ringo. I enlarged the photo and studied the animal. Bo was sitting, holding the dog on his lap, a hand cupped against the front of the dog’s chest, while he talked with a man on this right who was unidentified. Neither man paid any attention to the photographer, but Ringo did. He stared at the camera with open intelligence and confidence that told the world he was quite comfortable in his celebrity status.

I checked out a few more photos of Bo with Ringo. One showed the animal standing on a table on his small hind legs, his front paws on Bo’s chest. The man and dog were snout to snout, sharing smooches. Clearly the animal loved his owner and Bo loved him back. The dog’s body was small but sturdy, especially through his chest, and his legs were stumpy. His coat was mostly white with splotches of medium brown, as if he’d rolled round in soft milk chocolate then shook most of it off. His eyes were large and dark and very expressive, while his ears were quite comical. They were too large for his head, like they’d been borrowed for the day from a larger dog. Ringo looked like an animal with a sweet and stable disposition and he was evidently comfortable around people. My kind of animal.

My curiosity about Ringo satisfied, I continued going through more recent photos of Bo and noted the names and faces of the people with him when they were listed. I’d gone through almost two dozen when I hit pay dirt.

It was a photo of Bo with a man about his age but round and soft and bald, like a boiled egg wearing business casual. The photo was taken about six months earlier and the caption noted, Legendary Bo Shank with his manager Titan West.

Titan? It made me wonder if it was his real name or some nickname hung on him by snarky kids in school. The last thing this man looked like was a Titan. A Morris, maybe. Or even a George or a Howard. 

I Googled Titan West and found a simple but very professional website for Titan Entertainment. From the information on the site, Titan West headed an agency that represented tribute bands and old time musicians still pumping cash out of the baby boomers who had followed them way back when. Among the bands he represented was Acid Storm, but it wasn’t listed as a tribute band. Confused because I knew the band had broken up decades ago, I clicked on the link that brought me to the group’s bio that included a close-up photo of the band. Bo Shank was in front, arms crossed in front of him, one eye half closed in a surly look that suggested he didn’t give a damn if you hired them or not. The photo looked familiar. Switching to Amazon, I looked up the albums of Acid Storm, which were still available in used condition through outside vendors. 

Sure enough, gracing the front of one of Acid Storm’s first album covers was a very similar photo with Bo giving the same challenging stare with the other two band members on either side of him but slightly





















































[image: ]


























[image: ]







































[image: ]


































































[image: ]


























































[image: ]





































































































































[image: ]






























































































[image: ]




























































































































































[image: ]


































































[image: ]






























































































































































[image: ]









































[image: ]















































































































































































[image: ]





































































































[image: ]












































































[image: ]





















































































[image: ]



























































































[image: ]

















































[image: ]



























































































































[image: ]
















































































































[image: ]









































































































[image: ]

































































[image: ]






























d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





