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  Chapter 1
Step 1 – Throw the rules for being a lady out the window ~ Phoebe’s rules for becoming a better person

[image: ]

I giggle as I watch Hailey’s fiancé and father play tug-a-war with her. I startle and look around to see where the sound of laughter is coming from. Surely, it’s not me. I may be laughing more since I took a job with Hailey, but it’s not an everyday occurrence. Heck, it’s not an every week occurrence. At least not yet. But things, they are a changing. 
“It laughs!” My friend, co-worker, and klutziest girl in the world, Suzie, proclaims before jumping from her chair. She raises her hands in the air and promptly smacks the person next to her. “Oops!” is all she says as she dances away. I should add she’s also completely oblivious.     
Suzie and Hailey own the PI firm, You Cheat, We Eat, where I’m currently interning to become a private investigator. I still can’t believe it. Me? A PI? I’m sure stranger things have happened, but I wouldn’t know what. 
Slightly more than a year ago, I’d never even held a job before. And now I’m doing my best to become a private investigator. Maybe I should have started with something a bit easier than PI, like say telephone receptionist, but Hailey and Suzie didn’t ask questions about my background or why I needed a job despite my fancy clothes. Plus, they pay me in cash. I couldn’t say yes fast enough.
Suzie returns and grabs my hand. “Come on. We need to congratulate Hailey.” 
Hailey’s boyfriend, Aiden, proposed to her tonight in front of everyone. Sigh. It was super romantic. Hailey is a total drama geek, so Aiden made us all dress up in Regency era clothing à la Jane Austen time. He was supposed to propose like Darcy proposed to Elizabeth in Pride and Prejudice, but Hailey kept correcting everything he did apparently, she’s not only a drama geek but a drama perfectionist. Eventually, he gave up and dropped to his knee. 
Suzie drags me to the stage where Hailey is standing with a smile stretched from ear to ear on her face. Suzie jumps on stage and since she refuses to let my hand go no matter how much I protest, I find myself on the stage as well. My heart starts to pound. I do not like being the center of attention. Especially not now. I scan the room, but no one is looking our way. Phew. 
“Congratulations!” Suzie shouts and tackles Hailey. Suzie is a munchkin at a mere five-feet-two, but she has no problem taking down Hailey despite the woman being half a foot taller than her. I manage to disentangle my hand in time to remain on my feet. 
“I’m happy for you!” Suzie shouts and Hailey cringes. Suzie has one volume – ear shattering loud.  
Aiden comes to his fiancé’s rescue. He hauls Suzie to her feet before helping Hailey up and pulling her into his arms. 
I clear my throat. “Congratulations, Hailey. I’m happy for you.” I may no longer believe in love and marriage and all that icky stuff, but I am happy for her. Aiden is the perfect man for her, and she’s been crushing on him for decades. She deserves her happily ever after. 
Plus, Aiden is a total hottie. At six-foot-three with dark hair and olive skin, he looks like he stepped off the cover of a romance novel of some Greek holiday romantic tale. Of course, Hailey is no slouch in the looks department either. She’s always complaining about her lack of boobs and bootie, but her lithe body makes her look like a dancer despite her uniform of ripped jeans and shitkicker boots. How anyone manages to look graceful while constantly wearing chunky boots is beyond me, but she does.
“Oh.” Suzie rubs her hands together. “We should drink champagne to celebrate. I’ll get some.” She rushes off forgetting she’s on an elevated stage. Instead of taking the steps down, she walks right off the edge and ends up face down on the floor. 
Hailey sighs and starts to move to her friend. I stop her with a wave of my hand.
“I got her.” 
By the time I’ve walked down the stairs, Suzie is already back on her feet. 
“What happened?” she asks as she looks around in a daze. 
“You decided you can fly. Big surprise. You can’t.” 
Her mouth drops open. “Were you snarky with me?” She sniffs and places a hand over her heart. “Our girl is growing up too fast. Before you know it, she’ll be off chasing boys and drinking at frat parties.” 
Jokes on her. I will not be chasing boys ever again. Nope. The male gender is nothing but trouble. As for frat parties? Been there. Done that. Except for the drinking. Nope. Drinking is for ‘men and boys, not ladies’. Lord forbid if I were to act unladylike. 
We walk to the bar where Hailey’s uncles have congregated, although ‘uncles’ isn’t technically correct. Lenny, Barney, Wally, and Sid are Hailey’s dad’s Army buddies. They helped raise Hailey since her mom took off when she was twelve years old. Is it wrong I envy Hailey for not having a mom around? Yeah, probably.  
“What’s the difference between a wife and a job?” Barney, the self-proclaimed funny guy of the group, asks. “After ten years, a job still sucks.” He guffaws and raises his hand for a fist pump. I wrinkle my nose at his fist. Do I look like the kind of woman who does fist pumps?
“Change the word wife to husband and I’m with you,” I mumble under my breath at a volume no one can hear. 
Suzie’s eyes widen as she looks at me. “Have you been married, Phoebe?” 
Oh crap. It’s never good to give Suzie a hint about my previous life. The woman is positively obsessed with figuring out my past. I stare her straight in the eyes and lie. “No.” Thanks to my past she’s dying to know about, I’m an expert in lying.  
“Oh.” She frowns. Yep, my lying skills are unmatched. 
Before she gets a chance to ask more questions, I announce I need the facilities. Lucky for me, Suzie is not the type of woman who insists on going to the restroom with her friends. I try not to run as I escape down the hallway to the restroom where I hide in a stall.
Phew. That was a close call. I need to learn to keep my big mouth shut. It was easy enough when I first met Hailey’s family. Her uncles and her dad are super intimidating. I don’t know what they did in the military, but their body language screams don’t mess with us. I needed no reminder to keep myself to myself. But as I’ve gotten to know them, I’ve realized they’re all a bunch of big old teddy bears. Teddy bears who can kill a man with their bare hands, I remind myself. 
I repeat my mantra to myself several times. I am Phoebe Adams. I am a strong woman. I am a survivor. Once I’ve said the mantra enough to convince myself it’s true, I stand and exit the restroom. 
I walk down the hallway with my head bowed, my mind full of all the things Hailey has to look forward to. Things I will never have. Marriage, children, happiness. I threw those things away. Well, not the happiness part. My past and happiness do not belong in the same sentence. 
Too busy wallowing in self-pity, I miss the man standing at the end of the hallway, blocking the entrance to the bar. I run smackdab into him. “Oh, sorry,” I say and try to move around him. 
His hand grasps my upper arm to stop me. “Phoebe, isn’t it?” 
A shiver runs down my spine at the sound of his deep voice. I look up and gasp. Shit. Shit. Shit. This man is dangerous. I can feel it. I met him a few months ago when he approached me at the bar and asked for my name. When I told him my name was Phoebe Adams, his eyes narrowed in disbelief. I was convinced I’d been found out, but I haven’t seen the man since. I thought I was in the clear. I guess I was wrong. 
“Um, yes.” I clear my throat. “And you are?” 
“Ryker,” he grunts. 
The name Ryker fits him to a T. He’s tall – way taller than me and I’m five-foot-nine. He must be at least six-six. He’s also wide as a linebacker. And it’s all muscle, not an ounce of fat to be seen on this man. His long-sleeved Henley is pulled taut over his chest and stretched to the limit on his biceps. 
He’s handsome in a rough, outdoorsy way. He sports a scruffy, dark beard, and his hair is a bit long and out of control, as if he couldn’t be bothered to waste any time on it. My eyes land on his and I swallow before I can gasp. They are bright, mossy green and I swear they can see right through me. 
My body warms and I nearly stumble when I realize I’m interested in this man. I haven’t been interested in any man in such a long time I barely recognize what the warming in my belly means. 
“Can I help you?” I ask after I wrestle my hormones into control. I am cool and collected. I am the ice queen after all. 
“Yeah.” He leans closer. “Do you want to go out with me?” 
Go out with him? Whether I want to or not is immaterial. I can’t go out with him. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life, it’s that men cannot be trusted. Which is why I’ve sworn them off, except for book boyfriends. Book boyfriends are the only boyfriends in my future. I look up at him, determined to tell him no, and my body starts to tingle from the heat in his eyes. 
“I …” 
Suzie comes barreling around the corner. I never thought I’d be excited to see her.  
“This is a private party. What are you doing here?” She’s a foot and half shorter than him, but she has no problem getting right up in his face. I should take lessons from her. 
“My mistake,” he says with a shrug. “I’ll see you around.” I’m not sure if his words are a threat or a promise.
Suzie watches him leave. “Wow. The man is h-a-w-t. Hawt.” She fans her face. “You should totally go to bonetown with him.” 
Go to bonetown? I’ve never taken a trip to bonetown. Don’t get me wrong. I’m not a virgin, but bonetown sounds like way more fun than I’ve ever had in the sack. Unfortunately, I will not be going to bonetown with him or any other man. Sigh. My life sucks. 
“Come on.” I put my hands on her shoulders and steer her toward the bar. “Let’s get you a drink to celebrate.” 
At the word drink, Suzie forgets all about Ryker. I shudder. His name is as sexy as the man himself. I better not see him again or I’ll be in trouble. And I’m already in enough trouble to last a lifetime.      






  
  Chapter 2
If you decide you want to become a kickass PI, do not wear dry clean only clothes to work. ~ Phoebe’s rules for becoming a better person
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I study the boring beige suburban house. According to the case file, Stan Brown lives here. Except Mr. Brown is supposed to be dead. Supposedly, he was killed in a work-related accident. I flip through the file as I keep one eye on the house. Brown is a highway construction worker who ‘died’ when a car smashed into a barrier he was standing next to and went up in flames. His body was never recovered. Shiver. How horrid. 
Well, it would be horrid if it were true. Because Stan Brown is apparently alive and well and living in suburbia. Due to rumors, the man was planning to fake his death, the insurance company is dragging its feet paying out the widow. But so far, no one has been able to prove Brown is alive. You Cheat, We Eat is the third investigative firm the insurance company hired. 
I never thought I’d be working at a place called You Cheat, We Eat, but I have to admit I kind of love the name. Hailey says since she makes most of her money chasing cheaters, she might as well advertise the fact. Plus, there’s no better way to get revenge on cheating men than by making money on outing them. 
I don’t chase after cheaters, though. When Hailey and Suzie agreed to take me on as a future investigator, we decided I would concentrate on insurance fraud cases. Apparently, I’m not inconspicuous enough to chase cheaters. Yeah, right. In my old life, I was practically invisible.  
But wearing the clothes of my previous life makes me stick out in my new life. Yeah, yeah, I get it. The Furstenberg wraparound dresses and Louboutin high heels are a bit over the top. But those are the clothes I owned. I wasn’t going to throw an absolute mint in fashion clothing away just because I ran away from my old life. Instead, I brought it all to my new life. Except the clothes make me stand out like a blinking road sign in my new life. 
Suzie claims you could wrap me in clingwrap, and I’d still stand out. She’s the queen of exaggeration. Yes, I’m five-foot-nine and I’ve got the requisite curves. Unlike Hailey, I was first in line when boobs and bootie were handed out. But I’ve spent my life starving myself to ensure those curves don’t go out of control. It’s hard to appreciate your body when you’re always hungry. 
In addition to my curvy body, I’m blonde with green eyes. I think my eyes look exotic with a slight slant to them, but according to my mother, I’m one in a million blonde-haired girls. There’s absolutely nothing special about me or so she’s told me a million times.      
I shut thoughts of my mother down. Thoughts of her will lead to thoughts about the rest of my loving family. Sarcasm intended. Thinking about my so-called family is akin to jumping the fast train to depression. Been there. Done that. Have the bruised heart as a souvenir. 
I lean my head against the headrest and force my eyes to stay open. This is my third day of surveillance on Stan Brown’s supposed house and I am bored, bored, bored. Hailey warned me when I begged her for a job that being a PI was boring. I should have listened. What am I saying? I still would have taken the job. 
I straighten when I hear an engine. Is Brown finally leaving his home? The garage door hasn’t moved an inch in the past three days. Come on, come on. I cross my fingers and zero in on the garage door. It doesn’t move. Darn. My shoulders drop and I sigh. 
A delivery van passes. Ah, that explains the engine noise. I watch as the driver slams on his brakes halfway down the street. The obnoxious beeping sound delivery vans have when reversing starts up and the vehicle backs up the street.  
When the van stops right in front of the Brown residence, I squeal and pull out my camera to start taking pictures. As the delivery man slams his door, I keep my camera trained on the front door of the house and wait for someone to open it. Fingers crossed it’s Stan Brown. 
The door opens and a woman steps out. Darn. Not Stan then. I take several pictures anyway. I zoom in to get a closer look. The woman resembles Melanie Brown, the widow. At least I’m at the right house. The delivery man approaches dragging a trolley holding the world’s largest television. How in the world does the widow of a construction worker have the money to afford such an obnoxiously sized television? 
Melanie ushers the delivery man in. Before she slams her door, she scans the neighborhood. Huh. In my experience, you want your neighbors to know when you’ve bought a big-ticket item. Bragging rights and all. Melanie’s behavior is more than a bit suspicious. 
I need to take action. Sitting on my butt in a vehicle parked outside of the Brown residence for days on end isn’t going to prove Stan Brown is alive and well. And I don’t get paid unless I get the proof. I hook the strap of the camera around my neck and exit the SUV. I start tiptoeing down the sidewalk but stop when I realize I look suspicious, not to mention stupid, tiptoeing in broad daylight down an average street in suburbia.
I casually stroll around the block instead until I’m standing near the Brown’s backyard. A fence surrounds the yard. But this is not some charming white wooden picket fence. No, this is a privacy fence clearly designed to prevent peaking into their backyard and back windows, which is strange since this is suburbia and no one else has a fence around their yard. Considering it also looks brand-spanking-new, my suspicious radar is on high alert.
Since the temperature is around freezing and there’s a light snow falling, no one else is out and about. Perfect. I look around one more time to make sure I’m truly alone out here. Yep, I’m all alone. Everyone is probably tucked up in their homes where it’s cozy and warm while I’m outside discovering why people flee the Midwest for the West Coast. The wind whipping off the lake sure is cold in this city. 
I study the fence for a moment. I’m guessing it’s higher than six feet, maybe seven. I’m five-nine, I can totally do this. All those stupid gymnastics classes I was forced to take as a teenager are finally going to come in handy. I take a running leap at the fence and grab the top. My legs flail for a moment, but I manage to get traction and haul myself over. 
I land on my feet inside of the Brown’s backyard. For a moment, I have the urge to throw my hands in the air as if I just landed a double layout with a full twist. A feat I never managed in my short gymnastics career. I squash the urge and kneel down. I see a hedge and maneuver myself behind it to get my bearings. 
Once my heart rate is back under control, I peek out from behind the hedge for a look at the house. My jaw drops. This side of the house does not look like the boring beige suburban ranch the front does. Not at all. The entire back wall is windows, and the ceilings are vaulted. On one side, there’s a kitchen to die for with marble countertops and stainless-steel appliances. On the other side is the open living room where someone is installing a television nearly as large as the wall.      
My suspicious radar is now beeping in the red alert area. There is no way Melanie Brown can afford this house. Unless she happens to be expecting a great big paycheck from say an insurance company.  
I slowly make my way to the other side of the yard, camera at the ready, with my eyes fixated on the house. My foot slips and I look down to see I’ve walked onto a tarp. A tarp? Why is there a tarp in the middle of their yard? I scan the area and realize the tarp covers an inground pool. Oh shit. I stand perfectly still, wondering if the tarp can handle my weight. My feet begin to sink. I guess it can’t. I leap toward the edge of the pool. The tarp collapses before I can reach safety.  
Suddenly, I’m waist-deep in water. I grab the camera and hold it above my head as I slog my way to the stairs now visible in one corner of the pool.  
“Hey! Get out of my yard!” A man shouts. 
There’s no need to yell, I’m leaving already. I take a running leap at the fence and vault over it. As soon as my feet land on the other side, I’m moving. I run as fast as my feet will take me to my vehicle. I don’t take time to catch my breath once I’m inside. I switch on the engine and tear out of there. 
I keep my eyes peeled on the rearview mirror as I fly out of the suburb. When I don’t see a vehicle chasing me, I slow down and crank the heat up. I am absolutely freezing. Being drenched in thirty-degree weather will do that to a woman. 
By the time I park in the underground parking garage of the building where the private investigator offices are located, my teeth are chattering. I may have managed to keep most of my coat dry, but my pants are soaked through as are my cheap canvas shoes. At least I wasn’t wearing my Louboutins. 
I squish my way to the office, dripping water all over the place as I go. I open the door and Lola, Hailey’s dog, immediately rushes out of Hailey’s office and comes barreling toward me. This dog loves me. Way too much if you ask me. I push her snout away. 
“Not today, Lola.” 
“Look what the cat dragged in.” Suzie points to me and cackles. 
Hailey rushes out of her office. She slaps Suzie on the shoulder. “Stop it. Phoebe looks frozen. What happened?” 
My teeth chatter as I open my mouth to answer. 
“Never mind. Let’s get you warmed up. I have some sweats in my office. They’ll be a little short on you, but they’re clean and dry.” Hailey’s an inch shorter than me, but at this point, I’d take a pair of pants from a munchkin as long as they’re dry.  
Lola lays down in front of me with her big head on her paws and whines. “I thought you were getting her fixed.” 
“Poor Lola. The mean lady wants to get you spayed.” Suzie pouts and claps her hands for the dog to come to her. Fat chance of Lola obeying when I’m around. I’m not bragging. The dog is scary obsessed with me. 
Hailey shoves sweats and a pair of fluffy socks into my hands. “Go, get changed.” 
I don’t argue despite never having worn a pair of sweats a day in my life. Even when I was doing gymnastics, I wasn’t allowed sweats. I could wear a warm-up outfit but sweats? Sweats are undignified and unladylike. Never mind I was a fourteen-year-old girl. 
When I come out of the tiny restroom of our office, Hailey and Suzie are waiting on me. 
“What happened?” Hailey asks while Suzie rubs her hands together in anticipation. 
“Coffee,” I demand. Since we don’t have a coffee maker in the office, my demand should buy me some time. 
Suzie holds out a to-go cup. “I know you like plain black coffee, but I got you a pumpkin spice latte. I figured you could use the extra sugar.” 
I don’t like plain black coffee. Does anyone? Plain black coffee is bitter and boring, but it also has zero calories. Pumpkin spice latte probably has five-gazillion calories, which is five-gazillion minus twelve-hundred too many. I don’t complain, though. Since I don’t have money for fancy coffee, I’ll take whatever I can get. 
“The Browns have a pool,” I start and then go on to tell them about my embarrassing day. 
Hailey taps her chin. “Maybe we should tell the insurance company we came up with bupkis.  Two other firms couldn’t find any evidence Mr. Brown faked his death either.” 
My nose squishes of its own accord. I do not want to admit to failure. I’ve had enough of failure in my thirty-one-years of living. I clear my throat. I don’t like disagreeing with Hailey, but I need to start standing up for myself. It’s about time someone stood up for me. 
“I’d like to give it one more try.” 
Hailey shrugs. “It’s your choice.” She stands and returns to her office like it’s totally no big deal I contradicted her. Maybe it’s not? 
Suzie claps. “If this is the result of you continuing to try, I’m all for it.” She gives me two thumbs-up. 
I roll my eyes and head to my office. My office. Just thinking the words fills me with glee. I know I’m not bringing in enough business for the firm to merit my own office. Not yet, I remind myself. Because I am bound and determined to become the best darn PI You Cheat, We Eat has ever seen. 






  
  Chapter 3
When in doubt, take a bow. ~ Phoebe’s rules for becoming a better person
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I stare at the sign as I stand frozen on the sidewalk – McGraw’s Pub. The bar Hailey’s dad – aka Pops – owns and runs has become my second home since I moved to Milwaukee. Second home? Scratch that. I’ve never had a home before – at least not one where I felt welcome. But I do feel welcome at McGraw’s. 
Then why I am standing frozen on the sidewalk? It’s all the uncles’ fault. Since I started working for Hailey, Lenny, Barney, Wally, and Sid have ‘adopted’ me. Which, on the one hand, is awesome. No one has actually wanted me to be a member of their family before. But – and this is a big but – they are the most overprotective men to walk the earth.  
When they find out I took a nosedive into a swimming pool today, they’re going to go apeshit. They are not happy with my decision to become a PI. They think I’m too soft-hearted. Hah. They have no idea. There is not one thing soft about my heart. 
Suzie skips to me and asks, “Watcha looking at?”
“Nothing. Clearing my mind is all.” I’m such a liar.  
She snorts before grabbing my hand and yanking me into the pub. The woman doesn’t know what boundaries are, let alone that the word ‘no’ exists in the English language. Her name should be menace. 
“Here she is! The winter diving champion!” she announces when we enter the bar. 
I glare at her. And, yes, I know glaring is unladylike, but I don’t care. Being a lady never got me anywhere except to Heartbreak Alley. A place I’m determined to never visit again.
Barney and Sid whistle and clap. There’s only one thing to do. I curtsy. Since I’m wearing a tight sweater dress, the movement isn’t as elegant as it should be. No one seems to mind as the rest of the bar patrons join in on the clapping. Despite knowing it’s all in good fun, my face warms. My first big case and I end up in a swimming pool in November. I keep my head bowed to allow the heat to dissipate.
Hailey and Aiden rush in behind us. Judging by the mess of her hair and the look of satisfaction on Aiden’s face, they’ve been enjoying each other’s company if you know what I mean. Of course, Suzie notices as well.
“Someone got a hole in one.” She raises her hand to high-five Hailey who frowns at the hand. She rolls her eyes before wiggling her still raised hand in my direction. I shake my head. I don’t do high-fives. And if I did, I wouldn’t high-five to celebrate events in someone’s sex life.
In my previous life, sex was never talked about. Never. This life is different, however. Suzie doesn’t shy away from making rude comments. And the uncles? They’re always trying to one-up each other with dirty jokes. And Hailey is an active participant. Right in front of her dad!   
“What’s the difference between a G-spot and a golf ball?” Barney shouts. Barney is the worst. He never met a bad joke he didn’t like. It doesn’t matter how dirty it is and whether there are ladies about. Oh wait. I’m not a lady anymore. I’m plain old Phoebe Adams, soon-to-be PI.     
Barney doesn’t wait for anyone to guess the answer. “A guy will actually search for a golf ball.” He guffaws and Suzie skips over to him to give him a fist bump. 
Lenny approaches and wraps an arm around my shoulders and squeezes me tight. Damn. His arm around my shoulder squeezing me tight sure feels good. Not in a sexy way, although Lenny is hot for an old guy. Suzie calls him a DILF despite him not having any children. 
“You doing okay, Doll?” 
I smile at his question. Before I arrived in this city, no one bothered asking me if I was doing okay. If I had a frown on my face, Mom would be all like ‘You’re creating wrinkles. Stop frowning!’ I guess I should be happy she noticed. No one else did. 
“I’m fine.” I’m not lying. Well, maybe a teeny tiny lie. I will be fine. And, let’s face it, nothing bad happened except my pride took a bruising. Since pride is the deadliest of all sins, the root of all evil, I’m going to ignore the bruising and motor on with my life. Thus, I’m fine. 
“Are you sure you want to be a PI, little one?” Wally asks. Where Lenny asked because he takes being overprotective to the nth degree, Wally is pushing because he thinks I’m in over my head. 
I asked Hailey about Wally once. Her response? You don’t want to know. Of course, now I’m super duper curious. The man could give lessons on how to be secretive. He goes off on these ‘trips’ and no one knows where he is, what he’s doing, or how long he’ll be gone. He calls it ‘going off-grid’. I call it suspicious. 
“I’m not little.” I wave a hand over my body. I’m five-nine without heels. And, except for when I’m investigating an insurance case and falling into swimming pools, I’m almost always in heels. Today, I’m wearing my brown leather boots with a three-inch heel, putting me at an even six-foot. I tower over most men. But not Wally, unfortunately.
Sid joins our huddle. “Why don’t you find yourself a good man instead of working your fingers to the bone?” 
I roll my eyes. “Not happening.” 
Sid is a diehard romantic. He’s been married several times. He also resembles a blond Norse god. I’m thinking Odin, the supreme deity and the greatest among the Norse gods – the Allfather of the Aesir. I may have a little obsession with Norse mythology. I blame Chris Hemsworth and those Thor movies. Movies were my escape in my previous life. And what better way to escape than watching Chris Hemsworth flexing his muscles. Sigh. 
Pops joins us and pushes his buddies out of the way. “Leave her alone. Phoebe can be whatever she wants to be.” He winks before handing me a vodka martini. 
Pops is the best. The whole package. Hailey lucked out with him as her father. Sure, her mother took off when she was twelve, but knowing what I do about mothers, it was no loss. Too bad Hailey still struggles with abandonment issues. Poor Aiden had to work his butt off to get her to say yes to marrying him. But that’s a whole other story. 
While Pops goes back to tending the bar, the uncles move toward ‘their’ booth. It doesn’t have their name on it, but it might as well have. They practically live there every night. 
“Come on, tell us what happened.” Barney rubs his hands in anticipation. “How did you end up in the pool?” 
“You mean Suzie the big mouth didn’t tell you?” 
“Hey! I don’t have a big mouth.” 
I snort. “Yeah, sure. And rainbows fly out of your butt.” 
She frowns. “We’ve created a monster.” 
At hearing her call me a monster, I flinch. I know she’s teasing but old habits die hard. Wally’s gaze zeroes in on me. Damn. The man misses nothing. What is he? Some secret spy? I give him one of my patented sure-to-make-a-man-drool smiles. He isn’t buying it. He frowns, and I look away. I obviously can’t win a staring contest with Mr. Super Secretive.  
“Anyway.” I clear my throat and take a sip of my martini before telling everyone about my adventures in backyard swimming today. 
Everyone laughs except Wally. He tilts his head and studies me. “Why do you think Stan Brown is living there?” 
I raise my hand and count off. “One, his supposed widow is definitely living there. I got her picture today.” I pat myself on the back. I may not have gotten the money shot, but no other firm has managed to capture a picture of Melanie Brown yet. “Two, no woman needs a television that big.” 
“What’s the deal with oversized televisions and men anyway?” Suzie asks the table. “Is this part of the whole misunderstanding about size? Because I’ve never met a man who knew what six inches was.” 
Hailey smirks. “I know how to measure six inches.” 
“Six inches?” Aiden raises his brow. “Pretty sure it’s more than six inches.” 
Hailey rolls her eyes. “I didn’t say it was six inches. I said I know how to measure six inches.”  
Wally clears his throat. “What else?” 
“When I was … ‘swimming’… a man shouted for me to get out of his yard.” 
“Maybe Melanie has herself a new man.” Sid wiggles his eyebrows. 
I’m not buying it. “Why haven’t I seen him enter or leave the house then?” 
“Maybe—”
Judging by the grin on Sid’s face, I don’t want to hear what he has to say. I hold up my hand to stop him. “I’ve staked the place out at various times throughout the day. No one has come or gone from the house. It’s not normal.” 
Sid grunts in agreement, and I smile. Maybe I am good at this investigator stuff after all. I should be, considering how many lies and cheats I was exposed to in my previous life. 
Pops arrives with a huge tray of food. My mouth waters as he sets plates of hamburgers and fries in front of everyone. With a wink, he grabs a bowl of tomato soup and places it in front of me. I force myself to thank him. I know there’s no tomato soup on the menu and Carol the cook made it special for me since I try to keep to a healthy diet, even now when money is scarce. 
Before I get a chance to dive into my tomato soup I wish was a burger, Hailey nudges me. “Check out Mr. Hottie making eyes at you.” 
I look over and sure enough, Ryker is sitting at the bar with his gaze focused on me. I feel my body heat. Is it hot in here? I feel warm. I fist my spoon to resist the temptation to fan myself.
Suzie leans across me to see who Hailey’s talking about. “Isn’t that the guy who asked you out?” 
My blush intensifies. Did she have to tell the whole table? She nudges me with her shoulder. “You should tell him yes. I’m sure the trip to bonetown is still available.” 
Hailey reaches around me to smack Suzie upside the head. “Stop embarrassing Phoebe. If she doesn’t want to date Mr. Hottie she doesn’t have to.” 
“Damn right she won’t date him.” Lenny points at Aiden. “At least not until we get a background check.” 
Aiden shakes his head. “Not happening.” 
Hailey’s fiancé is a police detective, which came in super handy when Hailey landed herself a stalker. But it’s not handy when the uncles are up to their old tricks.
Wally snickers. “Like we need your help.” 
I ignore the uncles and Aiden as they argue about when it’s appropriate to run a background check. They can run all the background checks they want. It doesn’t matter. I’m not dating Ryker of the deep, growly voice or anyone else for that matter. Men and romantic relationships have no place in Phoebe’s new life.  






  
  Chapter 4
Never make assumptions. Especially about how much dogs love you. ~ Phoebe’s rules for becoming a better person
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Another day. Another stakeout. This time I’m prepared. I plugged my telephone into the car stereo and I’m listening to a podcast about self-empowerment. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in this life, it’s that you can’t rely on anyone but yourself. Until recently, everyone in my life was dedicated to ensuring I knew I was nothing but arm candy and a baby maker. Not anymore. 
I munch on carrots as I watch the house. Like the previous times I’ve sat in the SUV a few doors down from the Brown residence, nothing is happening. This suburb is the very definition of sleepy. Of course, it’s the middle of the day and everyone is probably working or at school. No ladies who lunch are to be found here. They don’t realize how lucky they are. 
Once I finish the carrots, I realize I’m thirsty, but I don’t have a drink with me. On my very first stakeout with Hailey, she warned me not to drink while on a stakeout as bathroom opportunities are extremely limited. She’s not wrong. I don’t see myself squatting behind a bush to take care of business. The very idea is abhorrent. My nose scrunches in disgust.  
Stop it, Phoebe. Stop being a snob. 
Lunchtime comes and goes but still no movement at the Browns. How can anyone possibly stay inside this much? As far as I can tell, they’re not even
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