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Prologue
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As she walks across the break room’s vinyl floor to the industrial-sized coffee maker, she sees its lights are on, keeping the two empty pots warm. She looks around and cringes at the numerous spots of dried coffee spilled on the counter and wet coffee grounds splattered on the floor. Shaking her head, she looks at the others standing around the room, ignoring her and the mess, all with filled coffee cups in the middle of chats about who cares what.

Disgusted, she pulls up the long sleeves on her pink, silk blouse and tucks her long blond hair into the collar. She walks to the paper towel dispenser and rolls out two long lengths of paper towels to wet and wipe up the coffee grounds and dried spills on the counter.

She watches the others looking at her, not willing to help or even fill the empty coffee maker. After cleaning, she fills the coffee maker and stands on guard in front of it, watching her spectators slowly nod and leave, none of them try to get a refill.

Once the first pot is full, she fills a thermos and sets up the second pot to fill. She walks to the supplies table and juggles some creams and sugars into the back pockets of her black, form-fitting skirt.

Regina Betsford, a.k.a. Reggie B, from the front page of the Crimson Tribune interview crew, takes a deep breath. Now running late for the meeting and frustrated, she scans the people standing around who watched her clean, but she searches for the guilty to no avail. She bends slightly and looks at her reflection in the silver thermos sitting on the counter. Noticing her side part is not a straight line, she tips her head to the side and, using a long red fingernail, pulls a couple of strands back in line with the others to make the perfect side part. Still looking at the silver thermos, she smiles, showing her bright white teeth as she picks it up and walks loudly, but carefully, in her spiked heels out of the kitchen and along the hardwood floor.

She nods as she passes Georgiana with her blond hair up in a bun, wearing her usual earbuds, typing away. She taps on the door and waits patiently for a response, her foot slightly tapping as she holds the heavy thermos of coffee in one hand and empty insulated cups with covers in the other. After about thirty seconds, she places the coffee and both cups on the floor next to the door, tucks her thick, long blond hair behind her ears, and knocks harder, then leans towards the door listening closely. Nothing.

“Rush, are you okay?” she asks as she slowly opens the door and peeks around, but quickly pushes it all the way in when she sees the empty desk.

“Hmm, why the heck did you send for me if you’re not going to be here when I return?” she asks as she bends over carefully in her heels and picks up the thermos and cups.

Taking tiny model steps, with swaying hips, she walks across the pale, plank flooring to the dark, heavy, beautifully carved hardwood desk. It is overloaded, more than usual, with multiple monitors and laptops, assorted files, and piles of mail yet to be seen.

She straightens some of the piles and moves a few things on the desk to make room for the thermos and cups. She stops mid-motion and turns when she hears the door behind her open.

Slightly bent over, holding his back and taking slow, gentle steps, Rush walks to his large, black executive chair. His black slacks hang loosely by the belt, resting on his hips. He turns in front of the large, padded chair and groans as he slowly bends to take the seat.

“You look terrible!” Reggie says as she moves out of his way and watches the sweat roll down his forehead.

“Thanks...” Rush replies with effort and sighs hard as his once muscular, now flabby arm reaches for a box of tissues. He dabs along his gray, receding hairline to catch the sweat before it rolls down his pale forehead into the gray eyes that have lost all their blue.

“Did you sleep any better last night?”

“No, and I am so tired of being tired,” Rush says as he reaches across the long desk, the long sleeve of his Oxford dangling loosely. He reaches for the white insulated cup and winces as his pale, thin hand holds the top and twists to remove the cover. He releases his grip on the cover and flexes his fingers, making a few fists, and then wipes his palms on his pants and twists the cap again; it finally opens.

“What are your thoughts on my notes?” Reggie asks as she walks around the desk with the thermos.

Rush looks at her absently, confusion on his face.

Reggie sips her coffee. “My notes from the meeting you missed yesterday afternoon. Did you get to look at them?” she asks, pouring coffee into his cup.

“Damn it!” Rush says as he rises from his chair. “Ouch!” he shouts, taking the corner too quickly to his private restroom. “I never finished it and left it in the bathroom.” He limps from the charley horse, slightly bent over, holding his back. “I started reading it...” He stumbles sideways, holding his hand out, taking a couple of side steps to catch himself unsuccessfully, and falls to the hard floor.

Reggie puts down her coffee and runs around the desk as fast as her spikes will allow. “Are you okay?”

“I need to get to the bathroom...” Rush says with a moan. “...not only for your notes.” His pale face is aimed downward, with one arm cramped under him. The other helps to hold his head up as tears start to creep across the dark circles under his sunken eyes.

Reggie can see the pain Rush is in. With tears stinging her own eyes, she kicks off her heels, thankful she doesn’t wear pantyhose, to gain some traction. She reaches with her muscular arms and puts her hands under Rush’s armpits. “On three,” she says and sees his slight nod. “One, two, three!” she hollers as she lifts and twists Rush’s fragile body, helping him roll over flat to his back with a loud groan.

“Now I wish my floor were carpeted.” Rush moans as he tries to sit up. “It feels like I broke something; my feet and legs are numb and tingling,” he says between sobs.

“I’ll see if I can pull you to the bathroom.” Reggie hollers “Georgiana!” as she untucks her shirt and lifts her arms. She looks across the room at her cell phone on his desk. “Do you want me to get Georgiana or call security for help first?”

“No, just get me to the toilet...quickly!” Rush pleads, his bony shoulders shaking under his soaking-wet shirt. “I don’t know if I can hold it much longer,” he barely whispers between groans and sobs.

With tears now rolling down her face, Reggie pulls her skirt up high to release her legs and give them leverage, and she props his back on her lap and, with her hands still under his armpits, uses her well-toned legs to dig her heels into the floor and pull him across the floor towards the bathroom. “Georgiana!” she screams as she continues to pull him closer to the door.

“Fuck!” is followed by the shoulders in her hands suddenly sagging after a wet, squirting sound and a putrid, repulsive smell rise to meet her.

Reggie loses all strength and falls backwards, breathing heavily, gagging at the smell as tears flow down her face. She slowly pulls her legs out from under the sobbing Rush. She crawls with exhaustion to her cell phone. She dials 911 and collapses with lightheadedness, trying with all her might to answer the questions as tunnel vision blurs and closes in.
​
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Chapter 1 – Good Morning
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From the cloudless sky, a blazing July sun casts beautiful streams of light in New York City. The rays try unsuccessfully to penetrate the heavy, floor-to-ceiling curtains. Slivers of dusty-yellow light large enough to illuminate the entire bedroom glow at both ends of the window onto the hardwood floor. The drapes billow and dance on demand as the baseboard air conditioner works to meet the pre-set temperature, then come to a rest.

Tracy lays on her side, curled in a ball and covered all the way to her shoulders in the fluffy maroon comforter. She squeezes her eyes tightly, then opens them blinking quickly, repeatedly until her eyes come into focus. She looks at the digital clock. Thankfully, there’s no alarm set. She closes her eyes to go back to sleep. After laying still, she realizes how cold the room is getting. She tries to pull the comforter up tighter around her neck, but it won’t move.

She shivers when she sees Rush’s heavy, muscular leg lying on the comforter, and his arm is outside the comforter hanging over her waist. She backs up as far as she can move to be near his body heat and lies still, listening to the occasional snoring, feeling her hair move in his even breaths. She panics upon the occasional gap in his breathing, waiting for the sound of suffocation.

Once his breathing returns to normal, he produces one loud snore and moves, pulling her into his toned, hairy chest. Tracy realizes she’s awake for the day and starts a stretch, taking a deep relaxing breath. Her movement causes more movement from behind as the weight of his arm is lifted from her waist.

“Good morning, baby,” Rush says in his quiet, deep voice as a large, soft hand gently moves up and down her side over the comforter. 

Tracy rolls towards him, gives him a kiss, and looks up at him. “Did you turn down the temperature on the air conditioner again?” she asks, wishing she had worn her flannel pajamas to bed or at least one of his T-shirts, something, as she conforms and wraps around him for body heat.

He pulls her closer with a smile. “What do you have planned for today?”

Tracy rubs her cold arm back and forth across Rush’s hairy chest for friction. “Chiarina, Rita, and I are going to lunch together. We are planning a surprise party for Darla’s thirteenth birthday. We need to figure out where we are going have a party for her and see if there is a way to figure out about how many kids will be coming.”

“I would think just picking a round number like fifty and not inviting any more than that would work,” Rush replies as he puts his arm under the sheet.

“Yeah, maybe. But we had better figure out where we are going to have it first. Are you going to the Tribune today?”

“I saw in my email last night one of the editors wants to have a meeting with me regarding an article first thing this morning,” Rush replies as he gently rubs her arm.

“Brrr, don’t lift the comforter like that, and turn the temperature back up.” Tracy shivers when Rush starts to breathe deeply and moves underneath the comforter into a more seductive position.

“I’ll warm you up, baby.” He places his soft fingers under her chin and lifts her face towards lips ready with passion.

Tracy looks into his eyes, her lips part in acceptance, and the passion is returned until Rush moves the comforter and cold air flows in under it, causing her body to shiver and constrict. 

Rush sighs heavily as his eyes flutter open to see Tracy rolling away with a disgusted look. She sits up and stares at the floating curtain. Taking the comforter and wrapping it over her head and around her body, she sits with her back to Rush and tucks her long, dark hair inside the comforter as she pulls it tighter and stands, leaving Rush with only a sheet.

“Are you going to just leave me laying here?” Rush asks seductively as he watches Tracy walk lopsided in the blanket across the hardwood floor. 

She turns towards him. “Turn the air conditioner off,” she states as she walks away from the bed and the unanswered question with her thin, shapely body wrapped in the comforter.

She enters the lemon-scented bathroom, leaving the door wide open and turns on the lights. Juggling the king-size comforter she walks across the white tile floor, past the two sinks to the shower stall. She turns the shower water on hot and leaves the exhaust fan off. 

Continuing to ignore Rush, she glances out the window placed high in the wall for privacy. The sun shines brightly in an almost cloudless sky. She waits for the steam to fill the shower stall and slides the shower door shut. She watches the steam rise to the ceiling and then overflow. 

Still wrapped in the comforter, Tracy gets a fresh towel from the walk-in bathroom closet and places it next to the shower. Once the bathroom is filled with steam, she returns to the shower stall and turns the faucet towards the cold until the water is at her preferred, just-hot-enough temperature. 

Then she drops the comforter by the laundry baskets and walks back to the bathroom door. At the doorframe, she stands seductively as her body gets cold and reacts. She makes eye contact with Rush and smiles. 

“Come here, baby,” Rush says in a gentle voice, intentionally flexing muscles in various locations with a smile, motioning for her to approach. He starts to remove the bunched sheet, which is barely covering his stomach now as he taps the mattress next to him.

Tracy watches him, an eyebrow arched suggestively at his movement as he uncovers himself. She smiles and grabs the bathroom door. “You turned down the air conditioner’s temperature again, Rush; it’s too cold in there for me to join you.” She closes the door, smiling and chuckling as it passes her. “Ugh, but baby!” comes through just before the door clicks in the threshold.
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Chapter 2 – Lunch
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Tracy looks around the large, darkly lit room as she enters one of the best brunch locations in New York City. The clean, gray, tile floor sparkles in contrast to the dark, wooden walls, even under the dim lights hanging from the open rafters in the high ceiling. Decorations from the 1950s are tastefully displayed. The delicious aroma of today’s special, chicken cordon bleu, is filling the entire restaurant, making her mouth water. She usually has a Long Island iced tea and a chef salad, which Tracy has had here before. It is big enough to feed four people. 

Tracy is dressed in a light-yellow, knee-length jumpsuit tied at the waist and walks carefully in her new white sandals with a slight heel as she looks around for the others. When she notices she’s the first to arrive, she proceeds to the hostess stand, places her large white bag on the floor between her feet, and looks for any messages on her cell phone. Nothing. 

She sends “I am getting us a table” to the group chat with Chiarina and Rita.

Tracy glances at the list in her hand as she waits for the approaching hostess, who just handed menus to a seated elderly couple. As she nears Tracy, a large smile in purple lipstick reveals bright, white teeth. She is dressed in black slacks and a white top, and her hair is properly pinned into a bun even though a few loose strands lay along her neck. She reaches for the stack of menus. “How many?”

Reading her name from the tag, Tracy replies, “I need a table for three, Rochelle.” She puts the list back in her smaller white purse and snaps it shut as Rochelle picks up three menus and stops mid-stride.

“Would you like our wine list too?”

“Yummy! That does sound good, absolutely!” Tracy responds as she eyes the menu Rochelle handed her. It includes several pages showing a large assortment of options.

“Do you have a preference of where to be seated?” 

“Well, we will be talking fairly loud amongst us and moving around a lot, and we will need a pretty big table to spread out some samples.” Tracy motions to her large white bag as she lifts it from the floor.

Rochelle nods and motions for Tracy to follow, zigzagging among the strategically placed tables in the dining room with a large white piano on a carpeted stage and then past a dance floor area.

There are three sets of large, white French doors along one wall of the dance floor. Rochelle stops, removes keys from her pocket, and unlocks the doors farthest to the right. She steps through the doorway and motions for Tracy to follow as she turns on the overhead lights in the already sun-lit room with large, tinted windows. 

“We can push a couple of these tables together for you to use for the display you mentioned. There shouldn’t be the need for us to use this area for others until early bird dinner hours.”

“That’s perfect; we should only need a few hours,” Tracy replies as she helps Rochelle move some chairs and push tables together. 

“I’ll watch for the other two in your party. Will they be carrying bags too?”

“I don’t even know what they will be bringing, but I’m sure they will bring something.” Tracy places her white bag on a table, reaches inside, and feels around.

Rochelle places the menus in front of three seats at a large table near the big windows overlooking a great view. “Okay, I’ll be watching for them. Would you like something to drink while you wait?”

“How about a Merlot.”

“Will do,” Rochelle replies and writes down the order before walking towards the open French doors.

Tracy removes the list of suggestions and a pen from her purse, places them on the table, and begins crossing off items as she removes them from the bag. When she first started thinking about the party, she couldn’t think of what to buy. What is in style or what is of interest to thirteen-year-olds these days?

She found some lists on the internet as suggestions for a girl’s thirteenth birthday party before she went shopping. She found some of the suggestions were pretty good, so she went out and bought a “Happy Birthday” banner, “Official Teenager” sash, and a package of assorted balloons to fill with helium the day of the party.

There were some suggestions that she wanted to get input on from Rita and Chiarina. They sounded like they would be fun to Tracy, but did they think Darla would think they were fun too? She had seen a photo booth with different backgrounds and that looked like it would be fun. Maybe they could get supplies for them to make their own badges for the pictures too. She also had a list of decorations and pictures of cake toppers and different vendors that make great cakes.

She had thought about getting a spa day package for the group of girls Darla might invite as a gift but also thought they may be too young to be interested in something like that. Tracy crosses off the last of the already purchased items on the list and looks at what’s left. But some of the things listed, she just shook her head in awe as she tried to picture Darla’s reaction to a grazing board of snacks or birthday hats she figured they were too old for. High heels clicking diverts Tracy’s eyes from the list to the open French doors.

“I brought more than Merlot,” Rochelle says as she places the long-stemmed wineglass next to Tracy. 

“Chiarina! Rita!” Tracy cheers and walks briskly towards them with her arms wide open. Rita and Chiarina drop their box and bag to walk into the group hug. “You girls look great!”

“I wish I felt as good as you say I look,” Chiarina replies. “I still feel overweight, and the stretchmarks, ugh.” She picks up the large box and places it on the table next to Tracy’s bag.

“Oh stop! You didn’t put on much weight, even at full term,” Tracy says as she admires Chiarina’s dark hair pinned up in a bun and her cute, but dressy jumpsuit and clogs. “Speaking of which, I thought you would bring BJ with you today.”

“Nah, I need a break from him occasionally, as cruel as that sounds,” Chiarina says, motioning towards Rita who is standing next to her bag and looking at the party ideas on the table. She is dressed more comfortably in black pants, a dressy red tank top, and black dressy-looking sneakers. 

“I feel the same way about two weeks into the school year,” Rita agrees, “and I’m just the teacher assistant.”

“Benji has BJ now. I tried to get a babysitter so he could sleep after working a twelve-hour shift at Southshore Medical Center last night, but he insisted on having more alone time with him.”

“I think that’s sweet,” Tracy replies and turns, leaning back and tilting her head side to side. “I like the short hair on you, Rita, but is there a reason you didn’t have the grays colored to match the rest?”

“I’m old,” Rita replies as she picks up Tracy’s list. A look of bafflement comes across her face. “What is some of this stuff?” She taps on the paper.

Tracy shrugs, smiling as turns to accept her Merlot. “Would you girls like a glass of wine? They have a vast selection.” She uses her wineglass to direct their attention to the large wine list. “I already know what I’m having for lunch, so let’s get the food order placed too.”

“What are you having?” Chiarina asks as she runs her finger along the wine listing.

“Did you smell the chicken cordon bleu when you got here? My mouth started watering then, and I haven’t been able to think of anything else to eat since,” Tracy replies.

“That does sound good,” Chiarina replies as she points to a wine on the list for Rochelle to see.

“Make it three,” Rita hollers from the display table, “and just a soda for me.”

Rochelle nods, taking down the order. “I’ll put in your order and be back with the drinks shortly.”

“Do we even know how many kids will come to this party?” Rita asks as she scrolls through a list of party locations for teenagers on her cell phone. 

“Not really, I say we plan for thirty and invite all fifty I have on the list,” Tracy replies. “And we must figure some parents too. A lot of the parents like to stay rather than dropping off and coming back.”

“How about one of these?” Rita shows them an image of a large lit-up bar and brightly lit room, then turns it back. “They have catering, a large tub with ping-pong balls, games, shuffleboard, limitless play, and more.”

“I like it,” Tracy replies as she takes a seat at their table and sips her wine. “Make sure music is available there and what kind, like, a DJ, jukebox, Spotify, etc., and get a price. I’ll see if I can find the same at another place to compare the prices.”

Chiarina takes the seat next to Tracy and kicks off her high heels. “I found one with all of that and a small animal zoo inside.” 

Rochelle places the drinks on the table. “Food should be out shortly. Do you ladies need anything else for now?”

“No, I think we’re all set,” Tracy replies. 

“How about we compare these along with what we all brought and see if we can figure out what would be the best price, best location, and most entertainment. Then we’ll make some calls and start the invitations after we eat.”

Chiarina sits back in her seat and winks at Tracy, then turns to Rita as Rochelle starts to place the food on the table. “Have you asked Darla about having a party? I mean, to me, she didn’t seem very enthusiastic last week when I asked if she was going to have birthday a party.” 

“Everybody has a special thirteenth birthday party!” Rita replies. 
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Chapter 3 – Porchetta
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Dressed in plain red sweatpants, a black sweatshirt, and a cooking apron, with her hair in a ponytail, Tracy shuffles her feet carefully on the narrow countertop reaching around on the top shelf of the cupboard. She continuously picks up and reads the different ingredients. She bends and climbs down the ladder to place them on the counter to make more room in the limited cupboard space to shuffle around what is left until she finds the fennel pollen. 

“Ahh, there you are,” she says to the jar from the back of the shelf,  holding it in her hand as she climbs down the folding kitchen ladder. She picks up the rosemary, parsley, and oregano from the front of the lowest shelf and goes to the slow cooker on the island. 

Steam rises as she lifts the lid. She puts about fives shakes of the fennel pollen on the porchetta in the slow cooker and measures out the other ingredients more precisely in tablespoons before basting the pork with the beef broth. She gently pokes holes all over top and sides of the shoulder before she flips it and does the same to the bottom, then flips it back over and replaces the top.

She returns all the used ingredients to their location in the cupboard, along with those on the counter. After she takes care of the kitchen ladder, she fills and turns on the dishwasher and starts to wash some of the delicate dishes by hand in the sink. 

By the end of today’s lunch, they all decided a party for Darla was going to happen; whether it was for Darla or Rita was the question. Chiarina stayed to help Tracy clean up after Rita left to get back to work at the school and to get Darla; so, they talked. They agreed that someone needed to find out what Darla wanted and then how to coerce Rita, if needed.

“Well, she is my godchild, so I’ll do it.”

“I’m sure you could do better, with your investigative history, to find out more secretively than I could anyways,” Chiarina agreed.

Knowing she was right, Tracy nodded and sighed loudly as she texted Rita asking to have Darla over for dinner tonight.

“Well, I better get some groceries and make something special,” Tracy said when she received the text from Rita confirming it’s fine. 

“Do you need any help?”

“No, I should be fine,” Tracy responded and made a list of what to get at the local food market. She stopped there before coming home to make one of Darla’s favorite dinners. 

Snuggled in a light blanket on the living room sectional, Tracy sips a glass of wine as she relaxes and reads from her Kindle with the news on the flat-screen television as background noise. The aroma from the slow cooker roasting porchetta, potatoes, carrots, and string beans pleasantly fills the condo since it has been on high for a few hours.

Rush enters the mudroom and instantly his nose rises towards the ceiling. He takes a deep breath; his mouth waters as he takes his shoes off. “I smell floral. Did you make pork?” he asks as he licks his lips, walking briskly past the living room towards the bathroom.

“Yes, I did. Darla is coming for dinner tonight.” Tracy places her Kindle on her lap and hollers at Rush’s back. After a couple of minutes of silence, Tracy picks up her Kindle and starts reading again.

“Uh-oh, what’s going on?” Rush asks as he returns to the living room, tucking in his white Oxford.

“What do you mean?” 

“You only invite people to dinner for a reason, whether it is to get information for an article, confirm something you heard, just a theory you’ve come up with, or whatever else that journalist brain of yours concocts,” Rush replies as he takes his seat on the couch and removes his tie.

Tracy’s jaw hangs idle with a sneer as she listens to Rush and then she picks up her Kindle.

“You’re not going to tell me, are you?” Rush asks as he reaches for the remote control.

Tracy picks up her Kindle. “How did the meeting with the editor go?”

Rush shakes his head, then kisses her on the head. “It wasn’t as bad as I was expecting when I saw the reason—it was about AI—and the request for a two-hour meeting and some of the others he invited.”

“AI?” Tracy repeats as she closes the cover on her Kindle.

“Yeah, my lead editor read some articles from a few new employees and was under the impression they were not written by the staff, that they were written by artificial intelligence.”

“Oh boy. I have been reading about how much AI is getting used in so many different ways, both good and bad, but at your work for newspaper articles?”

“Is not good! I had a short briefing before the meeting and was livid with even the thought. I mean, if I want that kind of writing, what do I need employees for?” Rush says as he sits on the edge of his recliner and scans through the guide on the screen.

“So did you find out at the meeting if the article was written by AI or staff?”

“It was interesting. The new employees were shocked we were even asking. They thought it was commonly used in journalism. I mean, with the way they presented it, they were under the impression it was supposed to be used to make sure their writing was done the best way possible.”

“Wow!” 

“Yeah, they said they used it on their college assignments and just did their articles in the same way out of routine. I had to explain to them that using it would be noticed by the public, just like the editor, and it would affect our readers’ trust, our integrity, and could even unintentionally cause misinformation.” 

“That’s scary,” Tracy replies as she stands in response to the doorbell. 

Tracy opens the door after looking through the peephole and seeing a concierge and Darla. “Thanks for escorting her,” Tracy says as she reaches into her wallet.

“She’s always a joy,” the concierge replies with a smile as he steps back, accepting the cash with a tip of his hat.

Darla sniffs and smiles as she gives Tracy a big hug. “Dinner smells good. I ate a small lunch when I read your text that you were making my favorite, porchetta. So now I’m starving.”

“Well, let’s go eat then. It’s ready,” Tracy replies, as they set the table and move the slow cooker to the dining room table. “You go ahead and get your plate ready.”

“Come on, Rush, Darla’s here,” Tracy says as she enters the living room. “Rush?” she asks when she sees the room is empty.

“I’ll be out in a minute,” Rush hollers from the bathroom.

Tracy walks toward the bathroom and talks through the door. “Do you need some Kaopectate, Pepto Bismol, or something before dinner?”

“No, it’s not that. I’ll be out in a minute,” Rush replies, disgruntled.

“Are you okay?” Tracy asks as she eases open the door.

“I’m wondering if I have a bladder infection, a kidney stone, or something. I keep feeling like I have to urinate, but it won’t all come out.”

“Have you called your physician?”

Rush gives up and flushes his little success. “I called just before I left Crimson Tribune and got an appointment to see him.”

“I want to go too. When is it?” Tracy says as they walk towards the kitchen.

“August eighth,” Rush replies.

Tracy stops and turns around. “That’s over a month from now.”

“I know, that’s what I thought too, but it’s either that or teleconference, and what can they do from a phone call if I have an infection?”

“I’m going to make some calls tomorrow; you can’t wait that long,” Tracy replies as she proceeds towards the kitchen with a fake smile for Darla. 
​
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Chapter 4 – Plans to Be Made
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Rush should be a poker player. Tracy could read the small, but subtle changes in his facial expressions, while most people wouldn’t have noticed his slight eyebrow twitch or eyes narrowing occasionally at certain words and the tones of Darla’s voice. Fortunately, he wasn’t necessary in the conversation, and he knew it; otherwise, he would have spoken up and probably caused some issues. But, of course, Tracy asking him to just listen may have helped some.

Tracy was right when she said, “Rush, it’s going to be tough enough to get the discussion going.” Getting a word in is pretty difficult, let alone changing the subjects once Darla gets started.

Tracy was able to get the birthday conversation started, and she was actually impressed that Rush stayed as quiet as he did. Tracy presented all the different ideas that they had come up with at lunch earlier, and Darla listened but mocked them, showing no interest in a big party. 

While Tracy went to get the cheesecake she picked up from her favorite Italian bakery, Darla started a search on her cell phone. “Here,” she turns her phone towards Tracy, “this is what I would like to do for my birthday.”

Tracy lays the last of the dessert utensils on the table and takes Darla’s phone, sits next to her, and scrolls through the list of different vendors nearby and their brief advertisements. 

“So, you would like to ‘solve puzzles and uncover mysteries with a small group of your friends’ and ‘use teamwork to investigate fun, creative settings’?” Tracy asked, reading some of the details from Darla’s phone.

“Yes, and if you keep reading the details, most of them state there isn’t any need for adults to be present.” 

“I see that.”

“You and Rita can help get me and my friends there and then go have some time to yourselves and come back later to get us.”

Tracy places the phone on the table. “We’ll see. Let me talk to Rita,” she replies as she cuts the cheesecake and glares at Rush when she notices the smirk on his face.

As they enjoy the cheesecake, Tracy listens to Darla and notices how much she sounds like a teenager, like it happened almost overnight. She starts a subject and talks like there is too much to say and no time to say it. Tracy listens to her talk about boys and how much school has changed, all the way up until Tracy walks Darla to the front lobby to be picked up by Rita. 

Upon returning to the condo, she starts picking up the dishes from the dining room and cleaning the kitchen. It’s obvious; Rita wants fifty or more of her friends for Darla’s thirteenth birthday party, and that is not what Darla wants. She wants something fairly simple and only for ten or twelve people, close friends.

Once the kitchen and dining areas are cleaned up, she knows
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