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CHAPTER 1

I moved to Pacific Grove with a dog, three boxes of clothes, and the kind of hope that comes from having nothing left to lose. I did not expect, in my first week back, to become a murder suspect's alibi, a poker shark, and possibly an accessory to whatever my aunt was about to do.

The fog found me ten miles before Pacific Grove and rode the rest of the way in, close enough to read over my shoulder.

It rolled across Highway 68 in soft gray sheets, swallowing the cypress tops and turning every oncoming headlight into a warning. Tires hissed over wet pavement. The heater blew stale air at my ankles while damp cold pressed in through the glass. I leaned toward the windshield as if three extra inches of me would improve visibility, and tightened my grip on the wheel.

Biscuit had his front paws on the console, nose up, working the air like he might be missing dinner. One ear was caramel, one eye was dark and permanently unimpressed with my life choices, which put him solidly in the majority.

"Sit," I said. He looked at me the way dogs do when they know there’s no treat in your hand, then performed a slow, deliberate turn all the way around and back to face me.

"That wasn't a request." He sneezed directly onto the gearshift, then looked faintly proud of himself, as if he'd won something.

At fifty-seven, I'd expected to be better at commanding a room. A twelve-pound Jack Russell remained unconvinced.

My entire practical life was packed into the back of the Subaru: three boxes of clothes, one box of financial records, my laptop, a case of dessert-sushi molds I trusted no one else to pack, and a suitcase loaded for two weeks. Everything else was in storage, because nothing says fresh start like paying monthly rent on lamps you may never see again.

Biscuit had brought two beds, four blankets, a canvas bin of toys, prescription food, regular food, emergency food, and a stuffed armadillo missing its face. One of us had handled the divorce sensibly, and it wasn't the one driving.

My phone rang through the speakers.

"Tell me you're close," Lottie said, skipping hello the way she skipped anything she considered a waste of a good sentence.

"I'm fine, thanks for asking."

"I already know how you are. You're driving toward me, which means you're either dutiful or desperate. At our age we don't waste breath confirming things we can observe."

"You called me."

"Because I might be dying."

"Your doctor said you weren't."

"That's the part that worries me." A drawer slammed on her end, then a second one, gentler, as though she'd remembered she wasn't actually angry at the drawer. Lottie never narrated her own feelings. She just relocated silverware until you got the message.

"Twelve minutes," I said.

"Make it ten. And if I'm dead when you arrive, tell the funeral home no peach lipstick. Peach is what they give women who've stopped fighting." Something clattered, a spoon, possibly an entire drawer's worth of them, followed by Lottie's muffled, dignified, "I'm fine," delivered in the exact tone of a woman who'd just dropped something on her own foot and would rather be buried in the peach lipstick than admit it.

She hung up before I could ask.

Pacific Grove appeared by degrees: wet pavement, storybook cottages, bright flowers spilling over low fences, cypress trees bent sideways by decades of wind. I cracked the window. Cold air rushed in carrying salt and wet earth and the sharp green bite of eucalyptus. Somewhere past the rooftops, gulls argued over the steady hush of the bay. Through a gap in the fog I caught one flash of Monterey Bay, cold silver water under a silver sky.

Something in my chest loosened, right on schedule.

Then Biscuit climbed into my lap and planted one paw dead center on the horn. "Jesus, Biscuit." The Subaru announced our arrival to a woman pruning roses, two teenagers on bicycles, and a man carrying a baguette, who startled so completely that he threw the baguette a solid four feet, where it landed, bounced once with surprising structural integrity, and rolled to a stop against a mailbox like it was a package delivered.

I waved an apology while working a determined terrier out from beneath the steering column. The rose-pruning woman lifted her clippers in greeting. Or warning. In Pacific Grove, I remembered, the difference usually got sorted out later, over gossip, with wine.

Aunt Lottie's house sat just off the high water line, a pale yellow Victorian with white trim, a deep porch, and a view across Monterey Bay that real estate agents wrote fiction about. She'd paid two hundred fifty thousand dollars for it back when that was a frightening amount of money. It was worth somewhere near five million now, which Lottie regarded as proof that patience outperformed most of the men she'd known personally.

The exterior was immaculate, fresh paint, polished brass, flower boxes with military discipline. Lottie respected age. She simply refused to let it look tired, a policy she applied to houses and herself with equal ruthlessness.

She stood in the open doorway in slim black trousers, a cream silk blouse, a camel jacket, and enough gold jewelry to interfere with local air traffic. Her long silver hair fell in loose waves past her shoulders. Black-framed glasses sharpened a face that had always been more striking than pretty. One hand rested on the doorframe like the house, the bay, and possibly the fog belonged to her personally and were merely on loan to the rest of us.

She didn't look weak or dizzy. She looked like the glamorous, well-funded leader of a cult with excellent snacks.

"You're late," she called before I'd even opened the car door.

I checked the clock. "I'm four minutes early."

"Early is a kind of late when you consider how long I've been waiting." Biscuit launched himself out of the car the instant it opened, crossed the sidewalk, took the porch steps in one motion, and vanished into the house without a backward glance, a small caramel-and-white blur of pure disloyalty. Lottie watched him go with something that was almost tenderness before she caught herself. "At least someone's happy to see me."

"He thinks you have cheese."

"I do."

She came down the steps and wrapped both arms around me, hard enough that her bracelets pressed grooves into my spine. She smelled like Shalimar and coffee and ocean air, and for one dangerous second I nearly cried, not because my marriage to Roger was over, I'd handled that already, privately, with the kind of hiccupping sobs nobody should witness, but because Lottie's hug contained no hesitation, no cautious inventory of what I'd lost, no polite pause to assess whether I'd failed by arriving alone. She squeezed harder, which was, I'd learn, how Lottie said the things she'd decided not to say.

"You've lost weight," she said, releasing me and stepping back to inspect the evidence.

"No, I haven't."

"Good. I was trying to be supportive."

I laughed, which had clearly been the goal all along.

She looked past me at the loaded Subaru. "Is that everything?"

"Everything I need."

"That's never everything."

"It is for a few weeks."

"Of course it is." She nodded as if we'd settled something, though I was fairly certain we hadn't, and she'd already decided the conversation was over.

I popped the hatch. "How have you been feeling?"

"Delicate." She hoisted the box marked BOOKS AND OFFICE onto one hip without disturbing a single wrinkle in her jacket, a feat of engineering I chose not to examine too closely, and started up the walk like a woman whose cardiologist had never once been consulted about anything.

"That box weighs thirty pounds," I called after her.

"Your point?"

I followed with my suitcase, which had one wheel philosophically opposed to forward motion. Halfway up the steps it jackknifed sideways and yanked me backward. I grabbed the railing with one hand and stayed upright through what I can only describe as sheer stubbornness.

Lottie turned at the sound. "Don't scuff that. It was refinished in May."

"I almost fell down your stairs."

"You're insured. The railing is historic."

Inside, the house was warm and quiet except for the tap-tap-tap of Biscuit's toenails skating across the oak floors at a speed no twelve-pound animal should legally be permitted to reach indoors. The carved walnut mirror in the hall still made everyone look faintly haunted, but the dark floral wallpaper was gone, replaced by warm white walls and art hung with the precision of a woman who'd once made a freshman diagram a sentence until he wept. Two cream sofas. A black lacquer coffee table. A gold and black abstract painting centered with such precision over the fireplace it looked load-bearing. Beyond the windows, waves folded against the rocks with a soft, endless rush, unbothered by anything happening inside.

Biscuit reappeared at a dead sprint, slid four feet across the hardwood on his own momentum, and skidded to a stop at Lottie's feet holding a black lace bra in his mouth like a hunting trophy.

I closed my eyes.

"Give me that," Lottie said, reaching down. Biscuit backed away, tail going like a metronome set to triumphant.

"Is that yours?" I asked, though I already knew, and I already hated knowing.

"Of course it's mine."

"I was hoping it belonged to a burglar."

"At my age, you don't let a well-constructed bra go to waste merely because no one's around to appreciate the engineering." Biscuit shook it hard enough that one strap slapped him across his own ear, which didn't slow him down even slightly.

"Drop it," Lottie ordered. He shook harder, ears flying, entirely delighted with the sound effects. She looked at me with the calm, weary dignity of a woman who'd survived four husbands and would not be undone by lingerie. "Your dog is a pervert."

"He's a rescue. We don't ask what he saw before we got him."

She vanished into the kitchen and returned with a cube of cheddar held out like a peace treaty. Biscuit dropped the bra instantly, sat with the crisp precision of a soldier, and accepted his bribe with the serene entitlement of an animal who'd never once faced consequences.

"Corrupting him won't help," I said.

"It helped immediately." She tossed him a second cube, purely, I suspected, out of spite.

The guest room sat at the back of the second floor, overlooking a clipped garden that sloped down toward a wide slice of ocean. It smelled of cedar and the fresh hydrangeas someone, Lottie, had placed beside the bed. A thick cream rug swallowed my footsteps. The closet stood empty except for padded hangers and a neat row of cedar blocks. Two drawers sat open, waiting.

I caught my reflection in the tall mirror: shoulder-length brown hair worked loose from its clip, silver showing at the temples when the light hit it wrong. Tired. Not defeated. There was a difference, and I intended to maintain custody of it.

I thought, not for the first time, about the nursery Roger and I never built. We'd stopped discussing it somewhere around our seventh anniversary, a decision that had never actually felt like a decision so much as a slow accumulation of his very reasonable reasons, until one day there was simply nothing left to decide. I didn't miss a child I'd never had. I missed, sometimes, the version of myself who'd still believed the timing would eventually be right.

"You cleared out the whole closet?"

"I had things in there I hadn't worn since Clinton was president. Apparently I was waiting for velvet shoulder pads to come back into fashion, which, I want to be clear, I still believe they will."

"You didn't have to do that."

"I know. That's why it counts." She adjusted a ring that didn't need adjusting, Lottie's version of not making eye contact.

She'd lived alone for nine years. She had friends, committees, book clubs, a poker night, and a calendar more crowded than mine had ever been. And she'd still cleared an entire closet before I pulled into her driveway.

"A few weeks," I said again, mostly to hear how it sounded out loud.

"Naturally."

"I mean it."

"Georgie." She paused in the doorway, not quite looking at me. "People who mean things don't generally repeat them before they've unpacked a single box." She walked out before I could construct a reply. One of her favorite exits: land the line, then leave before anyone could argue with it or, worse, thank her for it.

The kitchen ran the width of the house: white oak cabinets, veined quartz, brushed brass, windows framing the bay like it had been commissioned specifically for the room. Nothing sat out that Lottie didn't intend to use within the next ten minutes. Fresh coffee lingered in the air. Ice shifted in a silver cocktail shaker beside two cut-crystal coupes, which at five-fifteen in the evening felt less like evidence and more like a schedule she'd already committed to.

On the counter sat a thick cream envelope stamped with the logo of the Cypress Grove Heritage Foundation. EVELYN MERCER, typed across the front. Beneath it, in red ink: FINAL RECONCILIATION. A sweating glass of iced tea sat directly on top of it, actively destroying it.

I moved the glass to a coaster. "You're going to ruin whatever's in the envelope."

"That belongs to Evie. She left it here last night."

I picked it up by the driest corner. Sealed, then opened. Pages still inside. "What's a final reconciliation?"

"A phrase accountants invented to make subtraction sound terminal."

"It's when you compare two sets of records and settle the differences. I meant what's this final reconciliation for?"

"That's precisely what I said. With flair." She took it from me and slid it under a stack of mail: grocery flyers, a museum postcard, two charity appeals, a pink slip stamped SECOND ATTEMPT.

I pulled the pink slip free. "Your wine club has tried to deliver twice."

"They insist on a signature. So they need to deliver when I'm home."

"Probably because the case costs more than my first van."

"That van was an insult to the concept of transportation."

"It ran. It got Maki & Meringue through two hundred weddings."

"Frankly, your ex-husband runs better than that van did."

That one landed with a small, precise sting, mostly because it was true. He'd been a good husband in dozens of measurable ways, remembered birthdays, filled my gas tank, never once complained when my mother stayed two weeks longer than invited. He'd also had a rare gift for turning my correct answers into character flaws. You always have to be right, he'd say, usually right after asking me a question he didn't actually want answered.

I folded the delivery notice into my pocket. "I'll handle the wine."

"Excellent. You've been in this house eleven minutes and already have a purpose."

"I had a purpose before I got here. Forty-two dessert sushi orders for a tech conference in San Jose, all subcontracted out because I'm supposedly on vacation."

Something in her face went briefly, dangerously soft. "I know."

The answer landed differently than I expected, and before I could figure out why, the doorbell rang.

Lottie checked the Patek Philippe she'd worn since before I was born. "Early. I despise punctuality in a guest. It implies judgment."

"Who is it?" The bell rang again, followed by three brisk knocks, the kind that assumed an answer was owed.

"Probably Glo. She considers a doorbell an opening bid."

"Who's Glo?"

"Gloria Stanton. We play poker on Thursdays."

"It's Thursday?"

"Divorce has taken more from you than I realized." Voices rose on the porch. A woman laughed. Another said, clear as a bell through the door, "If she's dead, I'm taking back the good bourbon." Lottie headed for the hall, spine straight, chin up, a woman walking toward an audience she'd been ready for, for an hour.

I checked the kitchen clock. "You told me I had an hour to unpack."

"Poker starts at six."

"It's five-twenty."

"They consider early arrival a character reference."

"How many people are coming?"

"Five." I looked down at my travel-wrinkled shirt, then at Biscuit, who had reappeared wearing Lottie's bra around his neck like a war medal he intended to be buried in.

"I'm going upstairs," I said.

Lottie opened the front door without turning around. "You can't. You're the sixth player."


CHAPTER 2

"You must be Georgie." The woman at the front of the group walked in before I could answer, her blond hair swept into a shoulder-length blowout that had apparently signed a contract refusing to acknowledge fog. Coral lipstick, a fitted navy sweater, and the settled expression of a woman who'd been welcomed into rooms before she'd finished knocking on them.

She stopped when she saw Biscuit. More specifically, she stopped when she saw the black lace bra still hanging around his neck like a sash he'd earned. "Well," she said, "Lottie finally got a man to wear lingerie." The woman behind her snorted so hard she had to grab the doorframe for support.

"He has poor boundaries and excellent taste," Lottie said, looking down at Biscuit with the weary pride of a woman whose dog had once again embarrassed her in just the way she secretly enjoyed.

"Whose is it?" the blonde asked.

“The bra or the dog,” Lottie asked.

“The bra,” Glo said. “I already know you don’t have a dog.”

"Mine," Lottie snapped, in the tone of a woman daring anyone at the table to say another word about it.

"Still?"

"Gloria, I've been a widow nine years, not dead."

The rest of the women filed past me into the hallway while I stood there in jeans that had logged seven hours in a car and a shirt Biscuit had personally drooled on somewhere near Salinas. Lottie made introductions without pausing long enough for anyone to actually respond. "Georgie, this is Gloria Stanton. Glo ran the best salon on the peninsula until she sold it and became a full-time burden on the rest of us." Glo kissed the air beside my cheek, trailing orange blossom and something warm and spicy behind her.

"I'm semi-retired," she said. "It means I no longer accept money for criticizing people."

"You've never required payment," Lottie said.

The woman who'd snorted stepped forward, small and round with cropped white hair, bright blue glasses, and a raspberry cashmere sweater. She held one hand at roughly the height of my kneecap. "Birdie. I remember you when you were this high."

"I was never that high."

"You were once."

"Not while forming memories."

Birdie considered this with the gravity of a judge weighing evidence, then nodded. "Fair."

Behind her stood a tall, slender woman in charcoal trousers, a silver bob cut precisely at the chin, a leather handbag in one hand and a bottle of mineral water in the other. "Claudette Monroe," Lottie said. "She was a pharmacist."

"I still am a pharmacist."

"You're retired."

"The degree didn't expire."

"Neither did your opinions." Claudette handed Lottie her coat without breaking eye contact. "Which is fortunate, because yours require supervision." I decided, on the spot, that I liked her.

The fourth woman stepped forward with soft brown eyes behind wire rims and a cloud of gray curls the damp air had gently encouraged into chaos. "Evie," she said, taking both my hands in hers. "You look just like your mother, around the eyes."

It was the sort of thing people said when they meant it kindly and had known you before you'd had any say in the matter.

"Thank you."

"Your mother was impossible."

"I hear that sometimes."

"She was also one of the smartest women I ever knew."

"That part seems to get mentioned less."

Evie smiled, and something about it didn't quite reach her eyes, a flicker I filed away before I could decide whether I'd imagined it, because headlights swept across the front windows and a car door slammed outside, followed by another.

Lottie went still, listening. "Marjorie has arrived with an escort."

Glo was already at the window. "Male?"

The doorbell rang. Lottie opened the door on Marjorie Lee, camel coat, silk scarf, small gold hoops, dark hair threaded neatly with gray, looking effortlessly polished in a way I found personally offensive after the day I'd had. Behind her stood a man carrying her handbag, late forties or thereabouts, dark hair graying attractively at the temples, a smile that arrived a full second before he did. Jeans, boots, a navy quarter-zip that fit him well enough to suggest either a gym membership or genetics doing him an unearned favor.

"Don't start," Marjorie said, before anyone had said anything.

"I haven't," Lottie said.

"You were about to."

"I was deciding."

The man grinned at Lottie. "Hello to you too."

"Grant." She let him kiss her cheek, and allowed it long enough that I filed that away too.

"This is my son," Marjorie said, and Grant's attention moved to me, not the slow obvious sweep I'd learned to recognize and dismiss in men, just warm, immediate interest, the kind that made you feel like the only interesting thing in a room full of poker chips. "You must be Georgie."

"I must be."

"Grant Lee." He shifted his mother's handbag to his left hand and offered his right, his grip warm, his eyes dark brown and amused. "Welcome home."

"I'm just visiting." Lottie made a small sound behind me that I chose to ignore.

Grant's smile deepened. "That's what everybody says."

"Don't encourage her," I said.

"I haven't figured out which one of you I'm encouraging."

"Me," Lottie said.

"Always you." He was good, not handsome enough to make a woman stupid, handsome enough to make stupidity seem briefly worth it, which was a different, more dangerous category altogether.

Marjorie held out her hand for the bag. "Grant. Thank you. Now go."

His eyebrows lifted. "I just got here."

"Exactly."

Birdie appeared at my elbow. "Let him stay."

"No," Marjorie said, pointing toward the door with the flat authority of a woman who had raised this child and knew precisely how much rope to give him. "Out."

"I drove you."

"And you did beautifully."

"How are you getting home?"

"I'll find a man."

Grant looked at the five women now surrounding his mother like a jury with strong opinions. "That seems optimistic."

Marjorie swatted his arm. He laughed and kissed the top of her head, the affection between them easy enough that it looked entirely real. "Call me when you're ready," he said.

"I have Uber."

"You don't use Uber."

"I have the app."

"You have Candy Crush," Lottie said. "You think it's Uber."

Marjorie glared at her. "I know the difference."

"Last month you tried to order a car from DoorDash," Birdie said, not looking up from the coats she was hanging.

Marjorie rolled her eyes so hard I worried for her ophthalmologist. Grant turned to me. "Please don't let them get her drunk."

"I am standing right here," Marjorie said, shoving him toward the door. "I can hear you."

Grant paused with one hand on the doorknob. "Nice meeting you, Georgie."

"You too."

"She's newly divorced," Lottie added, entirely unprompted.

"Aunt Lottie."

Grant's eyes flickered with amusement on his way out. "Congratulations."

"Thank you."

"At least somebody has manners," Marjorie said, and Grant opened the door, stepped through it, and pulled it shut behind him without another word. I watched him go. Not for long. But apparently long enough, because when I turned around, five women were looking at me with the exact same expression.

"Oh, stop it."

Glo smiled. "I didn't say anything."

"You're saying it with your whole face."

Birdie peered through the window after him. "He has gotten better looking."

"He was always good looking," Glo said. "Not at sixteen, though. That terrible mustache."

"He was trying to look older," Marjorie said.

"He looked like he was hiding from the IRS," Lottie retorted.

Marjorie unwound her scarf with the patience of a woman who had had this exact conversation before. "My son is not available for group discussion."

"Then you shouldn't have brought him inside," Lottie said, already moving toward the dining room.

"He carried my bag." Marjorie gave me an apologetic look. "Grant is charming. When he wants to be."

"That sounded like a warning," Birdie said.

"It is." Marjorie winked at me. "Don't worry. He mostly saves it for restaurant reservations."

Glo snorted into her own hand.

"What?" Marjorie asked.

"Nothing." There was history there, thick enough to trip over, and I had known these women for under ten minutes and already felt like I'd wandered into season nine of a show without ever watching the pilot.

Five women moved through the house as if each held her own key. Coats vanished into the hall closet. Glasses appeared from a cabinet I hadn't seen Lottie open. Glo produced cocktail napkins from nowhere. Birdie nudged the thermostat two degrees and denied it flatly when Lottie marched over and nudged it back.

Claudette held the vermouth bottle up to the light like a forensic scientist. "This has been open too long."

"Alcohol doesn't spoil," Lottie said.

"Vermouth does. It oxidizes."

"Don't we all," Evie said quietly, and nobody quite laughed.

I started backing toward the stairs. Lottie caught me with one look sharp enough to have a legal team. "Where are you going?"

"To change."

Glo studied me, shoes to hairline, with the professional thoroughness of a woman who used to get paid for this. "Why?"

"Because I've been in a car all day."

"We're playing poker, not electing a pope."

"You could brush your hair," Birdie offered, entirely without malice.

"Thank you, Birdie."

"I wasn't being critical."

I went upstairs before friendship could do any further structural damage.

In the guest bathroom, cold water revived my face while the pipes groaned somewhere inside the wall, offended at being asked to work this late. I brushed my hair, swapped the wrinkled shirt for a black sweater, and pulled my phone out of my back pocket out of pure reflex, thumb already moving toward the Maki & Meringue inbox before I caught myself doing it. Forty-two orders. A subcontracted kitchen I'd triple-checked before I left and still didn't fully trust. I put the phone face down on the counter like it had done something to deserve it, then picked it up again ten seconds later to check the group thread one more time. Old habits didn't observe vacation policy.

I set it down for good, picked up the mascara wand, and stared at my own reflection with real suspicion. "Absolutely not." I set it down. Picked it back up. Did the other eye anyway, because the woman in the mirror had been divorced less than a month and was apparently, humiliatingly, still susceptible to a man who carried his mother's handbag like it weighed nothing.

Downstairs, the dining room had been transformed. A fitted green felt cover lay across Lottie's table, six places set with neat stacks of red, white, blue, and black chips, two decks of cards waiting beside a wooden dealer button like the room had been expecting me my whole life. Biscuit had lost the bra and gained a bow tie.

I stopped in the doorway. "Where did that come from?"

"Your suitcase," Lottie said.

"I don't own a dog bow tie."

Lottie shrugged.

Biscuit sat beside her chair with his chest puffed out and the bow tie crooked on his neck, radiating quiet satisfaction.

I took the empty seat between Evie and Glo. "What are we playing?"

"Dealer's choice," Claudette said.

"With one house rule," Birdie added.

"There are seventeen house rules," Glo said.

Lottie began dealing, snapping cards down with surgical precision. "There's one rule that matters. Complaining about the cards doesn't improve them."

"Neither does cheating," Claudette said.

"That's not a rule. That's a lack of imagination," Lottie said.

The cards made a soft snap against the felt. I picked mine up. Pair of eights. I glanced at everyone else's stacks first, the way I always did, calculating who'd bet what and why before I'd even decided on my own hand, a habit that had made me excellent at running a business and mildly insufferable at a card table.

Glo leaned toward me. "You play?"

"A little."

"She's lying," Lottie said, not even looking up.

"You haven't seen my cards."

"I saw your face." I folded, and Glo laughed so hard she had to set her drink down. "She'll do."

Birdie called with a pair of fours and lost to Claudette's queens, tossing her cards down with real betrayal. "You always have something."

"I fold when I don't."

"That's cowardice."

"That's poker." Lottie gathered the cards. "How many husbands did you keep because you refused to fold?"

Birdie considered the question with genuine care. "Two."

"Point made."

The next hand went to Glo, who played while narrating a story about a man she'd dated once in 1987 who had recently sent her a Facebook friend request.

"Is he single?" Birdie asked.

"Dead. Three years now. His wife hasn't closed the account." Lottie studied her cards. "Send him a message."

"Why?"

"To see who answers." Claudette sighed the sigh of a woman who had heard every version of this plan before. "This is how scams begin."

"This is how marriages end," Glo said, and Birdie tossed two chips into the pot without looking up. "Same business model."

I laughed, and not politely, an actual laugh that surprised me. These women were appalling. I hadn't had
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