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Dedication:

We have been through an interesting few years. We dedicate this book to all our fans and loyal friends. We would like to thank one friend/family member in particular, Carol we couldn’t have done this without you. Without them making through another 365 days would have been impossible. We want to thank Jades dad for always being supportive even when things are rough. As always, we thank Wilnona’s mom for believing in our journey and making us excel. Somehow, even in death, we swear we hear her voice challenging us to do better each time we put pen to paper.

To our readers:

Miss- Fit Guide: 

Thank you to the readers that followed us to the cozy mystery expansion of the Miss-Fit Guides. We promise we will do a poetry Miss-Fit guide soon.  

The Miss-Fit guides are based off our lives. For this particular one we’ll hypothetically say this happened “to a friend.” 

“A friend” of ours got hitched, after the wedding they went on their honeymoon. Five years later during a heated argument the wife said she wished they never married. During an internet search it turns out that their marriage license is not listed. A side errand at the local courthouse the wife finds she was never a Mrs. The wedding certificate was never filed. They were never married. 
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A Brief Thought:  

Night skies twinkle, with this, stars skated through their mind. While they scanned over darkness of the night. They glanced down Ms. Macie’s obituary in newspaper caught their attention amongst the stacks of paper on their polished desk. Their fingertips ran along outlines of her face, like a lover traces a picture of their love; in the local paper’s pages.  

They had so much to tell the young woman’s picture in that obituary. Things had changed in their town; their plans had stayed enroute toward their destination. They, like a god, had already selected the next star to shine in this town’s night sky. Ms. Macie was a lovely sort of person, her life passed, like a shooting star, bright but burned out in a blink of an eye. Her time had passed like the twinkling balls of gas adorning the night were so many willing to do their bidding in this neighborhood, just to shine a little brighter.  With the business they were setting up, their neighbors' secrets would soon be collected with ease. Setting up the next star, they selected would be as, straightforward as assembling, the pieces for Ms. Macie’s downfall. They turned the page on the newspaper to a gossip piece about the Tech Darlings. They refocused their attention. Those two Darlings were interesting.  
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Chapter 1  
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A HOLE IN WHOLEFUL DREAMS 

Gray matter of brain took more time to shower off the mind, then it did off the skin.  Pete and I were intimately acquainted with the idea of removing someone else’s mind off our bodies. Our greatest nemesis’ assistant had up and died in front of us. The entirety of her organic mush housed within the six bones constructing her skull flew out on us.  Most people, say it the other way around. They can’t, get someone else’s body, off their mind. I thought, with a chuckle.  How, could I be chuckling in the middle of thinking about Ms. Macie’s gray cells, all over Pete and our shirts/faces?  

My thoughts jumped back to the idea of someone’s body on my mind. For me, that was true when Timothy stopped by. The local amenity tennis instructor. He always looked great in his tennis uniform. I mean, lean muscled perfectly chiseled body. I have to admit though, even his latest visits, weren’t sparking the joy in me as they used to. After Ms. Macie’s brain explosion coated me and my clothing with her innermost thoughts, nothing held the same appeal. That event caused numbness in my soul.  

All this heavy sadness tends to come rushing back to me during the restless sleep at night. I knew what was coming next, the all too common, blood curling scream was out of my mouth, booming through the walls of our home. 

Pete, my wonderful fiery sister, came busting in my room, from across the hall. Her red hair, and pale skin, a stark contrast to the dark room. Also, the darkness, of my mind. Her presence illuminated the lack of light in the room. It was her, who granted light to my soul in the way that only a sister can. 

Still, not fully awake, I was aware of her presence. Pete, looked like an angel, came to help soothe my terrors. Her eyes, searched through the night that had creeped into my domicile until she found me amongst the throw covers and pillows. My nightly terrors were upon me. Pete had become too accustomed to my night's fright fits of screaming.  

––––––––
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HER HANDS FLUNG THE layers of fuzzy blankets aside to find me for a hug. She finally got to my bare shoulder under the covers. The blankets were pulled hesitantly aside, all eight layers.  I was pushed topside of the bedding. Pete gives the best hugs, almost as, good as Ma. Her hugs are the definition, of an exchange of energy.  

I was fully roused from rest when she squeezed me. Her frantic words raising a mental alarm in my subconscious.  

“Violet!”  She gripped me then gently shook, “Violet! Are you having that nightmare again?” She asked. 

I began screaming, again. 

Groggily, with a pinch of panic I took a beat before I answered her “Yeah, but I am okay.” 

The words came out muffled because she had me in the tightest bear hug ever. Beads of sweat formed on my forehead and a cold shiver still had me in its grasp. Through the hug I felt Pete relax. I knew she was still as traumatized as me. I felt weak from the replaying of that scene. I made a vow to myself, I was going to be okay, soon. Even if the words were the only thing, that was okay about me.   

––––––––
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PETE LOOKED AT ME DOUBTFULLY. She had recovered from witnessing the murder faster than my memories had allowed me to. She told me she was shoving those particular ghosts, about Ms. Macie’s up close and personal murder, into a closet for later. She was, hoping they would settle into the recesses of her mind and stay put in that dark corner where you would put your prom's dress. Despite her many declarations about the homeostasis of her emotional state she’d, been noticeably eating more carbohydrates lately. Her favorite particular stress food group. Pete’s morning cardio routine had evolved into kickboxing bouts, similar to someone training to be in a champion belt prize fighter. I think she was trying to beat the trauma into submission through throwing punches and spin kicks. I made a mental note, to talk to Ma about her coping mechanism, after things truly settled down. I was worried about her as much as she was worried about me. 

Ms. Macie’s, literal mind, was haunting us both like her boss Belinda York did everyday in real life. It was the knowledge there were thoughts she would never get to express. Hidden secrets she would never whisper to her friends, her ambitions that would go unfilled. All those hopes and dreams were inside the grey matter that had sprayed us from head to toe. Her life had spilled away before its time. It was all gone in a millisecond. In the end, I had to face not only her mortality, but Pete and mine’s also. That scared us more than wiping the clumps of her external organic thoughtful mush that glossed our bodies, like icing sliding off a hot cake pulled fresh out of the oven. We thought about the secrets those fragments held in them about this town.  

I had started shivering again at the thought of the woman’s sightless dead- eyed stare she had before her lifeless husk dropped to the floor. The last squeak of a half word forming on her lips a final attempt at a full communication. My body began taking part in involuntary shiver attacks. My mind flashed back to the anatomical gunk, inside her skull dripping off our chins onto Macie’s wooden floor.   
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WHEN MY EYES WRENCHED open, they were released from the hold of the horrors. Pete sat in my bed with her hand rubbing mine in an attempt to scare off the demons floating about in my thoughts haunting logical reasoning back into cave dwellings.   

“Are you alright?” She asked again with concern dripping from her voice. 

She waited. Pete was always so good at waiting for me to reply. Honestly, that was just one of her superpowers. She knew me probably better than I knew myself. Vice versa I knew her as well. That is how I knew that this was not sitting well with her. I knew she was piecing together every bit of information we knew about Ms. Macie, the neighbor, our money in order to solve this puzzle because that was how her brain worked. 

I gathered my voice into an orderly fashion. Come Vi, you can answer her, help her relax. My words ran amuck any way those useless facts come to mind. Most of them were attracted to fear within my memories. They didn’t want to annunciate anything, but a wordless scream.  

“A nightmare I could handle, but these are memories. Pete.”  I confessed. “Those freaky, freaking memories. They still freak me out. I know, they freak you out too. They’re freaking blood-soaked memories.” I rushed the words together at a one-and-a-half-time speed.   

The frustration of my inability to hold all these emotions leeched into the words.  

My mind, raced through the scenes on Macie’s wall depicting how she ended an old Mrs. Matthew’s life. That void from earlier that had released me deepened and a chilled dampness from it escaped setting into crevices of my mind like arthritis of the emotional state. Every fold holding my mind and heart together began to ache. Instead of giving Pete a glimpse into the pain that was relentless with reopening the memory on center stage, I simply said. “She’s really dead and we have to go to her funeral this afternoon. We have to live up to “The Tech Darlings” moniker. It honestly, feels surreal.” 

Pete squeezed my forearm in a comforting hold. “We are going to honor her. We watched her last moments on earth, and she used them to warn us. It is the least we could do to remember this complex person who tried to help ultimately.    

I sat up in bed, taking time to readjust, the multitude of pillows around me into a lumbar supporting position. “Violet, we survived what happened. That shooter could have shot us too. We are blessed to be here. We should afford ourselves the option of enjoying the days we’ve been granted instead of this mentality of we can’t make through one day without flopping about like a fish out of water.” Pete continued. 

Then, I remember we didn’t do anything to help her as she fell to the floor with that hole in her head. She died in front of us and we stood there.” My voice caught as I suppressed the vibrations of a whimper developing in my throat.    

“All we did was point the cops to Macie’s murder plan for Mrs. Matthews on the wall and get ushered away from the scene.”  

“That wasn’t enough,” Pete said, “To be Ms. Macie’s summation of her life. There had to be more totaled into it and,”   

She stopped out of respect for the water welling up again in the corner of my eyes. Pete welled up too. It would spill over and out into tears. They would go down into the riverbeds well etched into my face thereby joining their ancestors. Soon they would dissipate within my damp pillowcase.  

Pete solemnly listened to my sorrows. The outline of her physique and face shape being all I could see in the darkness. Her voice urging my own reasoning to venture out of the cave the demons had placed it in.  

Buried deep into the down pillow with the satin pillowcase folded in half. I was surrounded by the high thread count sheets that fortified me. I inaudibly howled out the terror. Succeeded by wailing into the black box of my inner void. Here I was within my safe space minus the volume, so Pete could leave my room and get some rest.   

My eyelids felt heavy after the arid tears ran their course and the dry riverbeds cut through the dry skin. Until they carved out their own weary lines of grief into my youthful features. I gave up. Exhaustion took over. I found solace in exhaustion’s win. When my lids met each other, they finally remained closed even with the images of Ms. Macie dancing around in my head.  
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Chapter 2  
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TWO FACED MORNING WARDROBE 

Pete left my side sometime during the night after, I had fallen into a deep slumber. Time became incongruent during those restful few hours I snatched from the sandman. 

Upon awakening my morning routine stretched out before me as a drudgery, to be checked off. Speedily, I ran through the list of daily ablutions. I decided to leave off exfoliation for today. The complete morning facial routine fell by the wayside. A light layer of Shea butter would give my skin the same glow, fingers crossed. 

As I walked away from the bathroom mirror in my first outfit for the day, I made a mental note to exfoliate, then moisturize before I returned to my bed. My skin would need care after this day. This day was going to be a trying one not only for my skin, but for the brand Pete and I built. Fingers crossed, no more disasters or tragedies. I also sent up a silent pray that Pete and Greta would keep their tempers/sharp tongues in check. On second thought, I should invest in a rabbit foot, holy water, and run around my house backward three times, because those two had a habit of saying what was on their mind. Then, I remembered Ma was here she got in late last night, this very morning, in fact, with a mental sigh of relief. All would be well, because Ma’s rolling pin was bigger than Pete’s rolling pin. Ma’s grace would be round any sharp edges if any of our mistakes. It is a mom's superpower to make everything better, that is my opinion at least. 

I prepared myself to do our side hustle that had overtaken our lives. Tour duties for our last project, slash, partnership were slowing in progress. Professional house cleaning appointments filled all that remained in our calendar since Greta had come up with Kyberia cleaning. We really need to start paying her in money, not just coffee, she has been going above and beyond, as an intern. Her idea of the charity cleaning was a smashing hit, causing our daily allotment of hours to put aside for the activity of professional residential maintenance to grow like weeds amongst the flowery parts in our commitments. More floral, blooms of beauty in the drudgery of the mundane would be appreciated. This was something I was planning to discuss with Greta over morning coffee.  

Comfort in the form of brewing coffee, wafted toward my bedroom through the vents. That scent profile of lovely, lifesaving liquid had me up and hastening my preparations. Life saving for others, that is, because me without coffee is not a person you want to meet. Colombian coffee, saves lives, that is for sure in my case, without my morning Joe, the streets would run red, with the tears of anyone that was unfortunate enough to cross my path. Scents of the percolating liquid in the house's kitchen had me hurrying through the last moments of my final preparations for the day. Joy, unadulterated joy, found its way through my numbness of facing another house cleaning, being too broke for extras because the bank lost our 7.2 million dollars. 

“Vi,” I whisper to myself, “leave that for another day. Or at least until after those few blissful first sips of coffee.” I guess it’s also a talking to yourself kind of day. I thought with a shrug. 

This day was for attending the funeral that had made the national news cycle for about a 24-hour period. A spotlight would be on the Tech Darlings. I knew the press would want our comments. This concern required tedious attention to detail. I would have to run over those details with Pete after coffee. My need for coffee, mingled with a desire to strategize about planting seeds for more blooms amongst the thorny dreariness of mundane weed-like house maintenance appearances kept me moving this morning. 

I slipped my feet into the comfort of my house shoes, like, I am eighty years old, they have the floral print memory foam, peep toe, and everything. With them slipped on my feet I headed to my bedroom door. When I got to my door, I heard Pete’s voice in her room across the hallway. It’s fullness filling the entirety of the hall. She was doing her morning routine as I started my descent down the carpeted stairs.   

Greta had obviously arrived to start her workday and started brewing the coffee. 

Roasted beans with hints of caramel. Thank God, for Greta she had not only been our coffee maker, our girl Friday, she also saved us more times than I could count over the last few weeks. She, had become, one of the most important people on our team more like a little sister, than an intern. I made another mental note to find some way to pay her. We had to keep her on team Tech Darling. 

With that smell permeating the house I just knew Pete would be downstairs before me. Out of curiosity I turned around on the fifth step and looked at Pete’s door. Pete’s door was closed tight. Pete was one of those to leave her bedroom door open to people if she wasn’t in it. I heard Pete’s raised voice seeping into the hall and down the stairs to where I was. My guess was Pete was on the phone with someone from bank management again. It had become her daily ritual of calling the bank, so she could raise holy heck. I think this was her coping mechanism for the displaced fear and anxiety from our experience with trauma and grief. Grief over losing our money, grief over losing a frenemy had overwhelmed us. 

I tiptoed back up the stairs, toward Pete’s room to listen to today’s bombastic tirade against the bank’s unfair policy. 

“7.2 million dollars leaves your bank, because of your bank error and we don’t even get a text message.” She tightly said. A couple of beats went by like Pete was listening to someone.  

She spoke again, “The bank refuses to pay it back until they finish yet another investigation.”  

Another beat of silence, then Pete’s, I’m reigning it in voice said, “Violet trusted you Andrew, as a friend to have her back. Then, you come to us saying a bank error lost 7.2 million dollars. That doesn’t leave me feeling in assured your establishment or you.”  

Another pause where Pete is silent happens. She must be listening to Andrew explain, I thought. 

She starts speaking again. “Andrew, know that she will take my thoughts over your explanation any day. We will get our money back. We are too clever/resilient not to bounce back.”  

Again, Pete’s words stop flowing. 

“Violet will fight you and the bank on this mess. When she wins, I will make sure you will never see a red cent of that money. No commissions for you. I will personally see that no one ever trusts you with their money again. It will be my life’s mission. Fix this, Andrew.” Pete said with an edge of anger shallowly hidden beneath her professional veneer.  

Hearing that tirade made me puff out my chest. My sister thinking I’m a genius, always makes my day. Pete, I truly believe she is the ninth wonder of the world.  She had confessed to me, one night she had come in to comfort me, she thought she might be the connection to all the crazy things going on lately around us. I knew there was nothing I could say to her to make her believe me that it wasn’t her. Pete, must figure things out in her own analytical way. 

I couldn’t hear the response. Her appropriately timed mm-hmm, uh-huh, I don’t agree continued in a rhythmic manner. It was like a dance1,2,3 uh-huh, 1,2,3, mm-hmm, 1,2,3 oral dance like in The King and I. I knew that dance was just her polite way of getting her don’t agree point across. I see. She wasn’t going to make head ways against that particular storm. I walked away from the Don Quixote attempt at tilting at the windmill. The brick of that institution wasn’t going to give.  

Heading back downstairs I crossed the hallway peaking down the open stairway and anticipation was stalled when the sound of our front gate buzzer obnoxious digital trill rang. In my hand was the phone. I could have let them in the front gate. Six minutes maximum was all I needed to finish the tasks that were almost completed.  

Two lives required two sets of outfits to finish being laid out for this day, so delaying the fulfillment of the buzzing ringers request was necessary. I flipped through my hall closet where we kept emergency dust cloths to the black dress to cleaning clothes with shoes to match. Living a double life requires a crazy amount of energy and Clark Kent to Superman clothing/attitude changes. I selected the black dress, my delinquent payment pending to the stylist, darn you bank error. I found what the stylist suggested. She no longer came to the house, but she sent out looks that corresponded to the events proper wardrobe options when she thought it would get her name out there. Mentally, I added another block to a pyramid of duty-bound payments Pete kept on a spread sheet and paper stacks when the invoice arrived. My shoes, for the third saddest event I had ever attended. The first being my mom’s funeral at age seven, the second being my dad’s funeral I was only a baby, and now Ms. Macie’s funeral. 

The front gate’s buzzer obnoxious digital trill pulled me out of my mental ramblings. That trill meant someone was asking for permission to be let onto our property. I was dumb founded because most of the world through socials and tv interviews knew the time Pete and I woke up which meant this person knew it was before my coffee. 

Someone was asking for permission to be let into our yard. Detouring a moment longer felt like crossing the desert for forty years. Coffee was calling me and every desire in me had me wanting to satisfy the longing for the dark beverage. Upon seeing Timothy’s face on the gate's cameras, I cursed my decision to leave the other half of my morning ablutions undone. The decision became a tad closer to dread. I prayed the Shea butter was doing its job as I grabbed the emergency mascara out of the entryway table. 

I swiped on a few layers of mascara as I depressed the intercom button on my mobile device to start communication.  “Timothy hey, we weren’t expecting you today.”  

“I came to take you to the funeral,” he said.  

“You’re 5 hours early, aren’t you? The funeral isn’t till the afternoon and we have morning plans.” I said after matching my funeral dress with appropriate stylist approved shoes. I finally got down the hall to taste the delectable liquid I had been smelling all day in the carafe downstairs. Before my third sip of coffee, I paused to look at the phone a request Timothy had repeated thrice. I ignored the second and third request. 

“Am I’m going to keep standing out here?” 

I saw the box and the bow he shoved into the camera’s view.   

“No, I’ll buzz you in as soon as I get some more coffee in my system.”  

“How long will that be?”  

I huffed at Timothy. “It takes as long as it takes. You know how I am without my caffeine!” Then I said, “Ok, I admit that might have been a little over the top. But hey, I’m freaking stressed and seriously under caffeinated here.” Timothy shook his head and I could swear I heard something about, “All pretty girls are crazy, but this one is cute with her caffeine addiction.” 

I pressed a large round red dot on the phone, and I buzzed him inside the wrought iron gate well before I was ready.   
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CRUSHED AND ROASTED COFFEE Beans 
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I PUT THE PHONE CLOSER to my ear the better to hear him. 

He said nothing else as he pushed at the slow-moving gate with his left hand. It wasn’t going to move the gate a centimeter. I enjoyed watching him trying to do that though. I thought it showed his refusal to take the hand he was dealt in other words he was a go getter.  

––––––––
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I HEARD PETE’S BOOMING voice through the door. “Obviously your best isn’t good enough and no, we will not be opening another account. You have lost 7.2 million dollars of our money already. Goodbye!”  

I’m starting to believe this is Pete’s new habit, having the last word. Wake up, brush teeth, wash face then yell at the bank, make sure she gets the last word. She calls in the afternoon also everyday. I think it’s unhealthy for her mentally. On the other hand, the bank may be a good opponent to fight so she doesn't have to face her own demons.  

The bank was a brick wall, and Pete was currently throwing herself against the most corporate entity in this town. Her efforts had came to naught with this customer service representative, also. 

Our tech company, Life Poker, had once funded international travel, solved our luxury problems, and our lives.  

I heard both doors of the two other occupied bedrooms in the house opened simultaneously. Two females head must have popped out those doors. I heard their feet scurrying about above me. I imagined half prepared faces waiting to debut in this twenty- four hours.  Hanging from the banister the mature lady had a roller dangling from her hair. She was chasing the ever-elusive bounce in her mane.   

Pete’s face was slathered with strawberry moisturizing facial as she descended the stairs to see about our morning visitor. Her left cheek glistened while her right looked like a pink colored frosted strawberry shortcake.   

My phone rang. I looked down to see Pete Face Timing me from what looked like the third stair from upstairs. I connected to her. She has her mischievous perfectly whitened smile shining through on her lips. “Timothy? Here to be supportive Ooo La La. Violet and Timothy sitting in a...” Pete teased.  

“Stop I,” I said, cutting Pete off with a blush creeping onto my brown skin. I hit end on the FaceTime. My well-worn old lady slipper slid off my foot, my body continued its forward momentum with one foot sliding on the tile floor of the kitchen. I tried to stop myself, but my body contorted itself into some kind of Pilates pose I would have been proud of, if it were on purpose. My mind on the other hand slid to the thought of my coffee, which almost went flying, but I caught it right before it hit the ground. 

“Whew, no morning crisis, maybe this day was going to be ok.” I mumbled to myself. 

“Pete, Ma help!”  Blared out of my coffee scented mouth as a yell.  

“You, okay?” she asked, concern flooding the pronunciation of those two words.  

“Just fine.” The automatic response came back like a recording on a voicemail. I was still, literally knee deep, in untwisting myself.  

Pete was aiding, with the limbs detangling process to ensure I didn’t fall. The final twist was being turned as Greta reached me. She shook her head at the human knot on display and snickered.  

“The two of you get yourselves in some of the oddest pretzels,” she snidely remarked with a laugh that was friendly, yet, maniacal.  

Timothy walked inside behind where Greta stood. His face read that something was a rye. Greta, Pete and I looked at each other silently having a conversation of “now, what hit the fan.”  

Pete looked behind Timothy and sheer fear painted the one side of Pete’s face that wasn’t covered in pink strawberry facial mask. Delightful smells of the fruit and chemical reconstituted cream flavor filled my nose along with the equivalent of Pete’s muted scream.  

“Oh my God. That’s Michael,” Greta said. Then she said in a stage whisper, “This morning couldn’t get any better with embarrassing moments. I am so happy I got here early this morning to witness all of this humiliation.”   

Oh, how the tables had turned so quickly. I relished this moment along with Greta in saying, “Ooo La La. That’s Michael.”  

Pete blew raspberries at me. I pushed a little further, “careful now, I don’t know if the mask is edible. He might want to kiss you?” I asked Greta more than Pete “Do you think he’ll love the Pete de la mask?”  

Pete almost knocked me the rest of the way down the stairs trying to hide her face as Greta swung the front door open.   

“Hey Timothy!” Greta’s voice soared to the pitch of giddy merriment of children on a playground.  

Alarm rang through me like a jolt. A shiver set in like the previous night as Greta’s jolly greeting reached our ears. 

What was giddy became squeals of exhalation when Greta saw the box in Timothy’s hand. Embarrassment rose up in me from my toes to the top of my hairline.  When I turned to see Ma and then back to Timothy, I could feel the physical manifestation of what would have been blushing on Pete or our mother, who was now dangling over the upstairs banister. Her robe was a bit too open and that one roller precariously swinging in the breeze created by the central air conditioner. She was standing directly under a vent. If she wasn’t my mom, I might have said the gentle breeze added sex appeal that erased the cumulative effect of the annual softening of youthful beauty.   

Pete leapt out of view ahead of me. Her pink confection covered face hid by the walled entrance to the kitchen. 

I retracted my words instantly as her disappearance was adding to Greta’s facetious words. 

“You two have gentlemen callers.”  

“Shall we take them to the morning room. Marm.” Greta retorted  jokingly.  

Pete blew pass Greta bumping her shoulders hard enough to spin her around in her efforts to flee. Pete was on her way to the kitchen. Timothy stepped into the foyer. Greta’s eyes dropped from his face to the box in his hands, again. This time she asked about it, her impatience showing. 

“For me.” She asked. 

Behind Timothy a lock of orangish hue hair escaped the darkness of his shadow and the voice of lady like experience finally freed from its societal contract cheerfully sang a greeting. 

“Darling, are you letting us in or are we to roast like a Sunday pot roast on your front steps?”  

Irma exclaimed. 

Yummm pot roast, another thing I can’t afford. I wonder if I ask if she would make me one. My mind wandered to that thought then snapped back. 

Greta beamed with excitement and my mother with her half-open robe shouted down to Greta. “Don’t be rude, Let Irma and Michael step into the foyer. You got them standing on the doorstep. Stop ogling the pastry box Greta and let Timothy properly into the house.”   

Timothy handed off the box with the bow to Greta and that got me moving off the stairs. Those pastries were a reason for living. Since our payment to the IRS of 1.5 million dollars, a trip to Paris on the Bay was as feasible as vacationing in Paris.   

“I’ll be right down.” Ma  yelled to Irma, and she gave up her post at the top of the stairs “Save me some coffee. I’m talking to you Violet.” 

I scoffed at the idea of leftover coffee. Not with this bunch. Michael a retired cop, Timothy, the coffee monster, us, and Greta. There was no way any would be left. I was running to get a drop of what I had smelled this morning.  

With this crowd it would disappear soon. We had discussed buying a catering sized coffee pot for when we had guests. Since the Yorkite’s attack, our guests have gone up in number to the chagrin of our shy neighbor. She really values her privacy.   

I crossed the entry way to the kitchen. Timothy was next to the sink in front of the island in our kitchen pouring himself a cup of coffee. I wondered if he had mistaken our house for the local convenience store as fast as he came in the house and had a cup in his hand. Rummaging through the fridge he decided on his selection of creamer. Oat milk, coconut milk, and almond were slid to the side in the cold temps to get to his half and half. When he retracted his hand from the ice box he bumped into me. My heart thumped faster by half a beat.    

Timothy went right on walking to the table Michael and Irma had plopped themselves around.  Pete was already seated. Minus her pink fluff cream facial smeared all over her physiognomy. Greta caught my eye and her head nodded to Pete. I followed it and we jointly tittered. Michael was sitting next to Pete with a little smirk. I wondered if Pete could see what I thought I was seeing.   

He rose from Pete’s side and traversed the kitchen tracing the steps Timothy had just completed. In the cupboard he yanked down two mugs, poured the coffee in, stirred in sugar and cream. He strode over to the circular table and placed the coffees in front of Irma and Pete. Pete examined the coffee and the person who handed it to her. She did a half smile and half smirk. Uncertainty plainly written in her expressions. I bet you half my fortune she was thinking how does he know how I like my coffee. 

I was back to the game of ‘swing the pendulum’ between Timothy likes me and he likes me not. At the moment it was over the he likes me not phrase. Patiently, I was wishing it back to the he likes me side of things.  

“Pete what happened to your face?” Mama asked.   

We all stopped to look. Pete’s face looked completely normal. No pink strawberry mask smeared across it. Pete’s face had a glow that Greta’s and mine were definitely lacking.  

“You were pink a moment ago,” Ma said to the sea of quizzical stares greeting her question.  

Pete coughed, then hiccupped on the coffee she drank.  

“Ma” hiccup then a slight belch escaped her. Afterward her skin turned pink as she met Michael’s eye.    

We were now waiting for an explanation to the pink mystery Ma had thrown into the center ring for our viewing.   

Pete was flailing and her recovery time was impeded by Michael’s presence. I guess he’s really hung up on the guy. 

Greta spoke up. “Quinn.”  That’s what Greta called Ma, “She’s still pink. Nothing’s changed. She can’t stop blushing.”  

A round of laughter began. Pete’s color went back to pale thereby perfectly contrasting her flame red hair.  

Timothy leaned back in his chair in a guy who has no worries manner although the threads that adorned him spoke volumes about his body’s later plans. He was dressed smartly in a black Armani suit cut to fit him perfectly. It was a drastic change from his normal shorts with polo shirt. Even his nonchalant persona felt it had a purpose in that garment.   

Irma hadn’t spoken. She was sipping her coffee after adding some brown powder she swore would cure anything. The fine granules dissolved into the liquid. Clumps of it bobbed on top swirling around the cup like logs downstream to a mill.  She knocked back the concoction and whooped.   

Michael’s head swiveled to the right to ask about Irma’s whoop. Instead, he said, “Aunt Irma if it tastes that nasty, maybe you shouldn’t put it in your coffee.”  

“Michael, mind yours. Drink your own unhealthy swill.” Irma barked back. 

Irma chugged the dregs of the dried nutritional supplement.   

“Living forever.” Her painted red lips pursed after the sentence, then loosened to let out all form to laugh.  

I joined in, but the others waited silently, to be let in on the joke. Living forever is a farfetched idea, living for another 30 years at Irma’s age isn’t likely to happen. I know joking about Irma’s mortality isn’t an optimal moment for laughter, but I couldn’t help myself. Maybe that’s where our companions got lost on the road to the punchline.  

Irma didn’t pause to consider why no one else is laughing. She simply kept going, as if the room was an audience waiting on her next lines. And she delivered those lines to Timothy. 

“So, young man,” she turned toward Timothy.  

He’s slouched in his chair, halfway through another cup of coffee that none of us noticed him get up to make. He must have quietly moved me aside at the counter, the way he does, polite, but determined in order to get a refill. 

His cup of swill to borrow Irma’s word must have been black. No creamer. Greta was stationed in front of the fridge like a sentry guarding state secrets. I’ve long suspected she blocks the creamer on purpose, as if Timothy is a customer at a café and she’s the world’s least helpful barista.  

Irma peered at Timothy.  

“Young man, aren’t you getting up to get some coffee for Miss Ella Quinn?”  She asked. 

Timothy didn’t wait to be asked twice. He sprung up and heads back to the kitchen like a well trained solider.  

“How do you take your coffee, Miss Ella Quinn?”  

“I’ll have two teaspoons of sugar and three creams,” Ma says sweetly. “Oat milk, please.”  

Timothy saluted Ma like the drill sergeant she was. The mission was off with Timothy dutifully working to find the utensils to make my mom her coffee. Pete, found time between washing off the pink goo on her face to clean the kitchen sink out aka washing the dishes. Ma’s eyes followed mine as she beamed with pride noting the sink empty of dishes. How did she find the time between washing her mask off and our unexpected coffee party. There were remnants of the glop still settling in the drain. AHA, that was how she did it. Pete was forever efficient that’s why she is the best business partner ever! 

Timothy worked around the kitchen. He set out four spoons and stirrers and then hunted for the tools to put together Ma’s cup of Joe. Why did he need so many stirring instruments? Timothy was cute and weird all at the same time. If we got together though, I think he will need his own kitchen. I’m not sure if this brand of making coffee isn’t going to get on my nerves especially if I haven’t had my own morning coffee. Ok, maybe not a different kitchen but definitely a separate coffee station.  

He finally scooped the sugar out of the

container then waited while Greta slowly shifted away from the fridge, relinquishing her post as Milk Centurion. He poured in the oat milk, stirred it with great ceremony, and delivered the cup to Ma, who took a seat beside Irma.  

“Thank you,” Ma said gracefully. 

Greta rolled her eyes with a mumbled “It’s the least he could do.”  

Timothy plopped back into his chair, assuming his previous casual sprawl. He cleared his throat to signal us that he was getting to the reason for his visit. When Timothy arrives with pastries, it’s pleasant. When he arrives with gossip, it’s an event. I snuck a glance at him. He caught it. There was a flicker of something soft and sugary between us, like sugar spun threads of cotton candy, or so I thought. I don’t really know I’m not in his head. 

That was dangerous, really for my scales of he likes me, he likes me not. It felt like someone tossed a cinder block on the he likes me side of the scale and my heart did a swan dive.  The kind that made me believe in shared glances and cross boundaries socio-economic love stories in a tight knit nearly wealthy community. Then the reality of a relationship with him and where it could lead became too much. I tuck that thought away for later. There was gossip to be had. I didn’t want to waste a moment more, so I rejoined the conversation. 

“Did you hear?” Timothy asked.   

We all snapped to attention, all six heads around the table. In the faux Café de Vi & Pete turned toward him so fast, it was a miracle no one pulled a muscle. For us he was like the newspaper page six with a backstage pass rolled into one. Our subscription fee was feeding him coffee and not treating him like the tennis coach matrons in the community ordered on their blue sheets of services they received every month in the mail.   

That reminds me I need to put in our order for the chef this month. Glad we prepaid that for five years. 

Irma inquired, obviously eager for the elicit information “Hear what my dear? Do tell me you have new tidbits and juicy gossip.”  

Timothy answered. “I wouldn't be me if I didn't.”  

Irma responds. “Is it about Bella? Did someone find Bella?”  

I glanced around the table because any news about Bella involved us in ways not even Greta knew about yet. If it was about her car then we’re in real trouble beyond our financial woes. Pete already leaned
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