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      My best friend, Sally McIntosh Kohr, and my surrogate daughter and business partner, Shelby Irons, and I were at one of the most appealing used car lots in Point Pleasant Beach, Triple M Motors. I had driven by here hundreds of times, and they always seemed to have attractive used cars at reasonable prices. Jimmy and Angelo seemed to be playing it straight with us. They gave us a complete background on every vehicle I showed any interest in and let us browse and test drive to our hearts’ delight.

      Before my thirty-plus-year-old Jeep Wrangler was stolen right from under us by a woman who locked us in my basement while attempting to escape and rendezvous with her boyfriend, I wasn’t planning on getting a new vehicle. But, as luck would have it, when a high-speed chase ensued by the Point Pleasant Beach Police Department, she ended up totaling my Jeep, as well as spending several weeks in the hospital before she was transferred to a holding cell.

      After my fifth test drive, Sally asked, “Are you sure you’re ready to move on? It seems like whenever you get close to buying something, you come up with a reason not to buy it. It’s like you feel guilty to buy anything other than your precious Jeep.”

      I whined. “Well, she and I have been through a lot. It feels like losing a dog that I’ve had for years and years and just bringing home a new one to replace it. They all seem cute and nice, but it’s hard to pull the trigger.”

      Shelby nodded. “So, it really is guilt. There was nothing you could do. You know that, right?”

      I wasn’t sure I agreed. “I’ve replayed that scene a hundred times in my head. She grabbed the keys just before she locked us in the basement. I could have grabbed them from her and avoided the whole thing. I just wasn’t thinking quickly enough. I don’t even know if she was familiar with the pistol she had in her purse.”

      She smiled. “You had no way of knowing that. There was no point in putting our lives in danger for a vehicle. I know you loved that car, but you’re taking this a little far. It’s time to move on. Think of what your car would have wanted. What did you call her again?” She rolled her eyes. “Oh yeah, Wanda the Wrangler. I think she would have wanted you to move on.” She was starting to get impatient. “There must be a vehicle that you’ve always wanted before you had your Jeep.”

      I considered it. “Well, this might not be the most practical idea, but I’ve always loved Mini Coopers.”

      She groaned. “So, you’re going to try to stuff me in the back of a sardine can now? At least the Jeep had some room in the back.”

      I considered her concerns. “Well, I would definitely go for a four-door if they had one. I saw a cute white one on the lot when we came in, although I think it was a coupe. We should at least test it and see if we all fit. And honestly, if the price posted on the windshield is accurate, I could write him a check today and not even feel it. I think it was like $5,500. I could buy it now and get something else later.”

      Sally sounded encouraged. “Maybe that’s a good idea. It’s not so much of a commitment but will help you take the first step.”

      Just then, Jimmy, who we’d mostly been working with, came to meet us after our test drive of a nice Audi A4 quattro. “Well, what did you think? Pretty nice, right?”

      I nodded. “It was. I just can’t see myself in it.” Before he could ask anything else, I asked, “How about that white Mini Cooper over there? Is that still on the market?”

      He smiled. “Yes. In fact, I just took that in trade. It’s got slightly over a hundred thousand miles on it, but they are mostly highway miles, and it had a single owner. He just retired, and his wife wanted something a little bigger. He told me in confidence that it broke his heart to trade it for the Cadillac Escalade they decided on, although I think he’ll adjust.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “That sounds great.”

      He ran inside to grab the keys and a dealer plate.

      We strolled to the other side of the lot to scope out the interior. Shelby smiled. “That looks way roomier than I was imagining. It’s really cute too. If you let me drive it once in a while, I’m in.”

      Sally read the attributes on the window sticker. “Wow. It’s got side curtain airbags, Bluetooth stereo, six speakers, anti-lock brakes, push-button start. This is a lot for a 2013. It was ahead of its time for sure.”

      I smiled. “I’m not sure if you are making fun of me or not, but I think it’s cute, and I’m not ready for any of that parking assist, lane-change adjustment, or adaptive cruise control. I’m more of a traditionalist. I like to control the steering wheel, the accelerator, and the brake. I think that’s part of driving.”

      Sally agreed. “I was being serious. Ten years ago, it wasn’t a given to get Bluetooth, anti-lock brakes, or push-button start. Six speakers are a minimum as far as I’m concerned.”

      Jimmy arrived with the magnetic license plate and the key. “Take as long as you’d like. I just drove it around earlier today. I know this sounds like a bad commercial, but I actually considered buying it myself to have a third vehicle. I’ve got a couple of teenage kids coming of age, and we are going to need at least one sooner rather than later.”

      I looked him in the eye. “Well, either way, you’re a great salesman. We’ll let you know what we think.”

      He headed back to the office while we climbed into the car. I looked in the rearview mirror at Shelby. “How’s it feeling back there, Shel?”

      She grinned. “I have to say, surprisingly, in a way it’s more comfortable than the Jeep. I never would have predicted that.”

      I took a little time to study where the controls were. I hadn’t driven a standard in a while. I smiled as I felt like I was ready to roll. “Okay, girls. Here goes!” As I took the turn onto Bridge Avenue, I knew I was immediately in love. The acceleration was superb. The handling was like a sports car. And she was just plain fun to drive. I had so much fun shifting gears. I had forgotten how much fun it could be.

      Sally asked, “Well?”

      I giggled. “I love her! I have to name her now. I know this sounds dumb, but I don’t know how not to call her Minnie.”

      Shelby laughed. “Well, I don’t know who could argue, except unless they can see how you are spelling it, they’re going to think you are just calling her ‘Mini.’ Like if you had a Ford, calling her ‘Ford.’”

      Sally had an idea. “Well, the best-known Minnie is Minnie Mouse. Maybe you should call her ‘Mouse.’”

      We were all silent until that suggestion sank in. Finally, it grabbed me. “Yes, yes, yes. She’s white and small. She’s a Mini or a Minnie. It doesn’t really matter. ‘Mouse’ is perfect. You’re a genius.”

      We headed out to Lakewood Road and back to PPB. I wanted to make sure we got enough miles in to get a feel for slow, fast, and everything in between. There was nothing this vehicle wouldn’t do. She was far more responsive than my Jeep had ever been. Of course, the one thing I would be giving up was the four-wheel drive, but how often did I really use it? Rarely. I was satisfied. This was my new car.

      It took us a half hour by the time we took Ocean Road to Main Avenue, back to Bridge Avenue. It was a big triangle with a lot of traffic. I hoped they didn’t think we’d stolen the car.

      Jimmy took his time coming out to the car after we parked it, so if he was nervous about the time we were gone, he didn’t show it. “So, how’d that go? I guess you put her through her paces.”

      I didn’t like to waste a lot of time haggling. “Well, she’s cute. But we both know Minis don’t really hold their value, and it’s anyone’s guess how long she’s going to hold together after a hundred thousand miles. I can understand why the guy’s wife was nervous about holding onto her. On the other hand, I ran the Kelley Blue Book value on the vehicle, and I get about $5,200. I know you’re asking $5,445. So, how about you include the sales tax, and I’ll write you a check for $5,445 all-inclusive?”

      He thought about my offer. “Well, you know the $5,200 is the KBB private seller value, and we’re a dealer. So, we get some markup. But, hey, I’m in a good mood today, and you three have been very nice and patient, so I’ll take your offer.”

      I knew that meant he probably gave the guy about $2,500 in trade, so he’d be fine.

      Within an hour, Shelby and I were heading home in my new MINI, ‘Mouse.’ Sally had driven us to the dealership, so she was following us just in case we decided to take a joyride on the way home, which would be nearly impossible to resist. “Let’s go out to dinner,” I suggested.

      Shelby grinned. “You know I never refuse a meal, especially if you’re paying.”

      She texted Sally. “Follow us to dinner.”

      She flashed her lights, smartly avoiding the temptation to respond to our text while driving.
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      I asked Shelby, “Where should we eat?”

      Her mouth watered. “How about the outdoor patio at the Shrimp Box?”

      I laughed. “Wow, you think now that I saved all that money on a car, that I’m going to treat both of you to seafood?”

      She smiled. “Well, I was hoping. But it’s not just the food. The ambiance of sitting outside on the inlet is so nice. And the weather is perfect after such a hot summer. Seventy-five with a light breeze. What could be better?”

      I had to agree. “It does sound perfect, like a little vacation. We could use one after that crazy case we just closed. But I guess we are back in business. We solved it and the police didn’t.”

      Shelby took on a serious tone. “That reminds me. There’s something I wanted to discuss with you and Sally at dinner.”

      I wasn’t surprised. Shelby had really matured now that she was a college graduate and working with us full-time. “Okay,” I agreed. “I won’t even try to guess.”

      We were there in no time, and luckily there were still some seats outside. If it were summer, we wouldn’t have a prayer without a reservation, but the tourists were mostly gone now that it was past Labor Day. When the waitress came, Sally ordered first. “I’ll have the broiled trio.”

      I searched the menu. “Wow, shrimp, scallops, and flounder. How can you go wrong? I’ll have the same.”

      Shelby changed it up. “I’ll have the coconut shrimp. I’m not quite as conservative as these two. You only live once, after all.”

      After the waitress left, I asked, “So, Shel, you wanted to discuss something with us? The table is all yours.”

      She cleared her throat. “Well, remember how we were talking about selling out of our part of the investigative business. I’ve been thinking about it, and I’m not so sure that’s a good idea. We have a steady income coming in. Ronnie and Kristy are doing a great job running the Florida and Texas operations, so why should we change anything down there? Let’s just let them do their thing. But here’s what I was thinking. We were within a bee’s eyelash of losing our contract with the PPB Police, and that’s because we are running things here on a wing and a prayer.”

      I felt myself getting defensive. “Well, I kind of like it that way. I never wanted to be a professional investigator. Being amateurs is what we do. If we just become like everyone else, we won’t have anything different to offer.”

      She nodded. “True, but we might not have anything to offer. As much as Tom and Clint like us personally, they were having trouble convincing their superiors that we were really adding value to their organization. That put us in a really vulnerable position.”

      I gave her a face that I was sure didn’t give her a warm and fuzzy feeling.

      She smiled. “Hold on a minute, Cord, and hear me out. I think I might have a solution that solves both my concerns and yours.”

      I forced a smile. “Okay. Keep going.”

      She seemed energized by her idea, so I figured I should listen and stop being so stubborn. “So, similar to what Women Investigating the World has done in South Florida and in East Texas, I would suggest that we open an office here in Point and hire several investigators to cover this region, not just for PPB, but for all of New Jersey, eastern Pennsylvania, southern New York and Long Island, eastern Connecticut, Delaware, and eastern Maryland. Sure, it’ll take us a while to get contracts to cover the regional police departments handling those geographic areas, but there might be one or more PBAs or other police organizations, like we found in Florida, that we can work through to contract with multiple locations at once.”

      I considered it. “That’s a good idea. But while we are putting that part together, how are we going to fund the part it takes to hire the investigators, rent the space, put in the computer systems, and all that?”

      She smiled. “I’m glad you asked that. Number one, we already have some money coming in, and we’re distributing it to the owners, namely us. We could be a bit more conservative in how much we take out of the company and invest more in our expansion. A little short-term pain will yield real rewards in the long run. The population of the area we are talking about here is at least three times what we are covering in our South Florida region, so the potential is unlimited.”

      I wondered. “But now that we are nearly five years post-COVID, are police departments experiencing the same kinds of issues that they were a couple of years ago hiring and keeping qualified investigators?”

      She pulled up an article on her laptop. “Funny you should ask. There was just an article in The New Yorker that went into this issue both in New York City and nationally, both in terms of qualified healthcare workers and first responders and how the pool for both has actually diminished since the year prior to COVID, and it wasn’t projected to improve over the next five years unless something changed dramatically in terms of education and hiring.”

      I was impressed. “Okay, well, there certainly seems to be as much demand as when we originated the idea. And, so far, the success of the operations in Florida and Texas is proof that the issue isn’t going away. So, I’m convinced that it would work here.” I wasn’t sure how to word the second part of my thought. “So how do we keep the down-home aspect of what the three of us—or the seven of us, when we add Katie, Lily, Mo, and Jackie—do? We don’t want to lose that. Do we? Think of how much fun we all had in Maine, even adding Ronnie and Kristy. I’d hate to get so big and professional that we lost the amateur sleuth aspect of what we do. It’s a major part of our charm.”

      She didn’t seem thrown off by my question. “I don’t think we will ever lose that. Running the business is one part of what we’ll always need to do. And using our professional investigators will be a necessary part of what we’ll need to do to keep up our part of the contracts with these very sophisticated urban police organizations that we are talking about contracting with. But there will always be smaller towns with more colloquial departments that may want a more personal approach. Besides, you can’t forget these cases that just seem to pop up here in PPB or wherever you seem to be, Cordelia. You know, the ones your Gram sends you.”

      I chuckled. “Well, I don’t know about that, but they come from somewhere, and I agree, I’d rather not have to pass them off to some professional staff that we’ve hired. As long as we can continue to investigate those cases, and maybe there will even be cases that the regional office asks for our help with. You know, cases that they are stumped by. That could happen.”

      Sally looked at me like I was crazy. “Yeah, that could happen. But anyway, I’m fully in support of the concept. I just have one question. Would we be involved in the regional office at all, or would things be the same as they are now?”

      Shelby looked at her notes. “I’m glad you asked that question, because I’ve been debating that. I can see pluses and minuses either way. On the one hand, if we are completely separated from the regional office, what is even the point of having an office here in the vicinity of multiple owners? You would think that the employees working here would like to have some contact with the people who own the company. I know that I would if I were in their position. Besides, I think that we should have the ability to observe firsthand how the operation is going. You know how some office environments are because of personalities. They can be fun or brutal, and I think it’s important that we, as owners, stay on top of that.”

      I couldn’t argue. “Maybe the seven of us could share an office or two if we wanted to go in occasionally. Or if we find that one or two of us end up going in more often, we can make different arrangements. It would be good, too, for the office manager to know that we are on top of what is going on there. We’ve just been very lucky to have good people running the other offices. That’s rare.”

      Sally spoke up. “I think I would be likely to go in a couple of days a week. I am getting tired of the ice cream business. It’s been the same day after day after day for twenty years. And I have such a great staff now, and a super assistant manager, I really don’t need to be at Kohr’s much anymore.”

      Shelby agreed. “I think it would be fun to help in getting the office started. Personality is so important. I’d like to be involved in interviewing the office manager and at least some of the investigators.”

      I was impressed. “Well, look at you two. I certainly can’t be left out now. I guess we start looking for office space immediately.” I wondered, “So, are we going to go all-in and require in-office, remote, or hybrid work environments?”

      Sally suggested, “Let’s start with two to three days a week in the office and see how it goes. We can always ramp it up or down if necessary. Investigators spend a lot of time out of the office, so it might not matter that much. But we’ll have to be straight with them up front that we may go all-in at some point. So many companies have sold their employees on a remote or hybrid work environment and then pulled the plug on it, and that’s just led to employee dissatisfaction or turnover, and we don’t want either.”

      I congratulated Shelby. “Great job, Shel. I’m glad we’re not throwing in the towel on Women Investigating the World. I didn’t really want to. I was just at a decision point, so thanks for helping to flesh it out.”

      She smiled proudly. “That’s what business partners do.”

      I paid the check. “Dinner’s on me. Let’s go home and make some business plans.”

      They both agreed, and we high-fived in the parking lot before getting into our respective vehicles.
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      Since it was such a gorgeous late afternoon, I decided to drive to Kohr’s for an ice cream cone before we went home. I was pretty sure that Sally was curious how her home away from home was operating, so it would also give her an excuse to stop. The nice thing about this time of year was that the parking lot behind their store was rarely full, and because she owned the place, she could waive the parking fee.

      She laughed as she pulled in next to us. “You think I’m going to let you park for free, right?”

      I nodded. “Darn right.”

      She waved off the attendant on his way to collect. “I should charge you double just for being so assumptive.”

      I wondered if she would let us go in the back with her or if we’d have to go out front to be served. We hesitated until she waved us up behind her.

      “Come on, you two. We don’t have all night. I think we all know each other well enough that I won’t make you stand in line, at least this once.”

      Shelby grinned. “Wow, I feel like a real celebrity.”

      Sally left us in her office but didn’t come back for a few minutes. I got curious and said to Shelby, “Wait here. I’ll go see what the holdup is.” When I got up front, I noticed a crowd gathering on the Boardwalk toward the beach, just across from the ice cream counter.

      Sally was still in the store but looked concerned. “You’d better go out there and see what’s up. It looks like someone is hurt or worse.”

      I frowned. “You’ll do anything not to give away free ice cream.”

      She assured me, “Go out there now and you can have an extra-large when you get back: orange and vanilla.”

      I smiled. “How did you know I’d do anything for an orange and vanilla cone?”

      She shooed me. “Just go.”

      When I got out there, a crowd was gathering around a young man face down on the Boardwalk in a pool of blood. No one seemed to have a clue what to do, so I figured I had better take over. “Excuse me, folks. Is there a trained EMT or a policeman around here anywhere?” I mumbled under my breath, “They always seem to be everywhere down here except when you need them.”

      There was a boy right next to me who appeared to be about twelve, standing with his mother. He piped up. “I learned CPR over the summer if that helps.”

      I looked at the guy on the Boardwalk. “Wow, that’s great! I’ll let you know if we need your skills.”

      His mother looked proud. “Tommy has always been an overachiever.”

      I stepped toward the gentleman lying face down to check his pulse. Unfortunately, there was none. I was very apprehensive about turning him over, especially taking into consideration the size of the pool of blood and the quickness with which he had lost his life. I was more concerned for the crowd than I was for myself, as I was starting to get used to these kinds of situations, thanks to my Gram or some other force that I couldn’t seem to predict or control. Since I appeared to be in charge, the crowd was getting more demanding of me.

      A man right behind me asked, “Shouldn’t you be doing something?”

      I was just about to tell him where he should be going when reinforcements finally arrived. A young police officer that I thought I recognized from our last trip to the station stepped up and admonished me for touching the body. “Ma’am, can you please step back? Please wait for qualified medical personnel to address the situation.”

      I was about to tell him that I was one of them when an ambulance appeared from out of nowhere. Either someone called 911 or a miracle had occurred. The EMTs immediately took over, and within a few minutes, the scene had been cleared and there was nothing left but a few witnesses and Officer Wilcox, according to his badge. He addressed me first, since I appeared to have taken control of the situation prior to his arrival. “Ma’am, what can you tell me about what happened here?”

      I smiled. “Well, other than the fact that I checked his pulse and determined that he was no longer with us, some of these nice people will have to fill you in on the rest. I was inside, over there at Kohr’s, when the incident took place.” I also offered, “I do work for the police department, so if you need any help taking statements, I’d be happy to assist. Two would make it far quicker than one.”

      He looked at me askance. “Are you sure you’re a cop? I haven’t seen you around the station.”

      I nodded. “Actually, I’ve seen you. I work very closely with Tom—I mean Lieutenant Thomas Stone and Detective Clint Daniels. Ask them about Cordelia Corbett. They’ll fill you in.”

      He still didn’t seem sure. “Okay, if you say so. I guess some random woman wouldn’t volunteer to take statements unless she had a screw loose, which you very well may have.”

      I smiled. “Be careful, Officer Wilcox, or you’ll be working alone, and I’ll be eating ice cream.”

      He winked. “You can call me Eric.”

      I blushed. “Okay, Eric. Let’s get to it before I change my mind.” We took statements over the next hour from those who had witnessed what happened and who appeared to have the best recollection.

      When we finished with the crowd, Eric was sitting on a bench taking notes. He asked me, “What’s your general impression? I’ll let you know mine.”

      I laughed. “Why do I have to go first?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You don’t. I was just wondering.”

      I grinned and decided to go ahead. “Well, from the information I’ve been able to garner, the man, who appeared to be in his mid-thirties, was walking up the Boardwalk with a woman of about the same age with scarlet hair. And I mean scarlet—it wasn’t just red. Several people reiterated that two or three times.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Okay, I get it. Did you get anything else?”

      I waited a second just to annoy him. “Well, yes, I did. Have patience, much?” I winked. “They appeared to be arguing about something. They stopped near where he ended up and had a very loud argument for a good five or ten minutes, neither of them moving from that spot. Finally, she turned to go, and he grabbed her arm. Another guy, who seemed to just be walking by, asked if she was having trouble with this guy.”

      He reacted. “Uh oh. Sounds like many a bar fight I’ve seen.”

      I agreed. “True, except, as far as I know, neither guy was drunk, and there was no bar.” I tried to remember where I was going with this. “So, it looked like they might have a fistfight, but after a few choice words, the guy continued up the Boardwalk.”

      He scratched his head. “Now I’m confused. So how did this guy end up dead?”

      I continued my story. “Stay tuned. The end is coming soon. So finally, the guy gives in and lets her go. She continues north on the Boardwalk; the other guy who had intervened headed south. The dead guy stood, looking out over the ocean for a few minutes. Then, out of nowhere, he collapsed on the Boardwalk. No one heard a gunshot. No one saw anyone with a gun. But from what I could see, he was likely shot from some distance in the head and died immediately. According to several of the witnesses, it had only been a minute or two before I came out of Kohr’s to see what had happened.”

      He continued to take notes while I talked. “Interesting. So, I guess we really have three options here. It was the woman with the scarlet hair. It was the guy who threatened the dead guy. Or it was neither.”

      I smiled. “Wow, how long have you been in investigative work? That’s brilliant.”

      He agreed. “I’m studying to become a detective. I’m just a rookie now, but it won’t be long. Clint tells me a detective position might be opening up soon. I’m going to be the first to apply. I think I have an aptitude for it.”

      I stuck out my hand. “Well, you might want to think about this. Women Investigating the World is opening up a regional office right here in Point Pleasant Beach, and while you clearly aren’t a woman, that isn’t a requirement of the job. We are a woman-owned and operated company, but we have no problem hiring men. We haven’t opened our office yet or developed our pay scales, but there’s a good possibility that our salaries and benefits will be superior to what you can get working for the city.”

      He looked interested. “Do you have a card?”

      I considered his question. “No, I don’t, but that’s a great idea. I need to get some made.” I grabbed my phone. “Here, give me your number and I’ll text you. That way we can keep in touch, and I can let you know how and when we are opening.”

      He agreed. “Great idea.”
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      By the time I got back inside, Sally had already taken off, and Shelby was sitting at her desk, working on her second ice cream cone and playing on her phone. She barely looked up when I walked in. “Well, that took a while.”

      I was a little surprised. “You realize that a man died out there, right? I wonder if working in the investigative business is making us callous.”

      She agreed. “Well, I have to admit that it’s not as shocking as it used to be. Hanging out with you, I kind of have come to expect it. I don’t know if that was your Gram’s expectation or if it’s just what happens when you get too much of anything.”

      I felt kind of guilty. “Wow. I know I’m not responsible per se, but I kind of feel that way. Like I’ve taken away your innocence.”

      She smiled. “Oh, it’s not like that, Cord. Think about it like we were surgeons. The first ten or fifteen times you cut into somebody, you’d probably be a little freaked out, but then you’d start to get used to it. Or maybe like a mortician. I don’t know. But I think it’s hard to maintain that intensity when you are exposed to something over and over again. It’s no one’s fault. It’s just what is.”

      I considered her explanation. “Wow, you are really smart for a twenty-something. Sometimes I wonder how you do it.”

      She grinned. “Well, you are my mentor after all. I was just a dumb high school student when I met you. Now look how far I’ve come. You should get most of the credit. My parents were holding me back, quite honestly.”

      I wasn’t so sure. “Well, okay. I’ll take your word for it.”

      She finally asked, “So, what was the story out there? Looks like you met another cute cop.”

      I frowned. “Oh no. He’s way too young for me. Besides, I was on a recruiting exhibition. He’s not happy just being a beat cop. He wants to be a detective and work side by side with Clint. So, I offered him an alternative: working for WITW.”

      She looked impressed. “Wow, don’t we have some sort of non-compete clause in the contract with them?”

      I hadn’t even considered that. “I don’t think so. We were so young and inexperienced at the time we signed that contract, I don’t think they were worried about it.”

      She put a finger on her chin. “Well, that doesn’t mean it wasn’t in their standard document, or that their attorney didn’t stick it in for good measure. You’re going to need to check it before we get sued or lose the contract for violating the clause.”

      I punched her on the arm. “I told you that you should be a lawyer. You have exactly the right frame of mind.”

      She stared me down. “Interesting you should say that. I wonder what kind of scholarships are available for law school. I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately. I think I have the aptitude.”

      I hugged her. “I’m so excited for you. Where do you want to go?”

      She backed up and gently pushed me away. “Whoa there. I’m only thinking about it. Don’t go all ‘mom’ on me. It’ll turn me off.”

      I felt like nearly everything I did was a no-win. Did I encourage her, or just leave her floundering? I never knew what the right thing was to do.

      She saw the confused and hurt look on my face. “I’m sorry, Cord. I just know myself, and if I feel like you are pushing me too hard, I’ll suddenly get turned off and scared to let you down and move on to the next thing. Just support me without having too many expectations. I’ll figure it out eventually. I’m sure I’m frustrating. Just be thankful you didn’t have to raise me from a kid.”

      She was right. I was confused. “Sometimes you are impossible. I’ll give you that.” I wasn’t sure what to say or ask. “So, do you want to look into law schools? I’d be happy to help.”

      She leaned back in Sally’s desk chair. “Well, yes and no. I don’t want to get all excited about the idea and then find out that I can’t afford to go.”

      I tried to think like I was in my early twenties. “Well, maybe you should check out the financial side first, and if the idea is just going to be impossible no matter where you choose to go, then you can drop the idea before it gains too much momentum. But if it seems doable, you can start moving in that direction.”

      She stared at me. “Well, I’ve already done some digging, and the key is going to be how I handle the second two years of my bachelor’s degree. If I plan it as a package deal, I could come out way ahead compared to if I look at it separately, especially at two different schools.”

      I hadn’t really thought about that or looked into it. “You mean if you go to one school with the intention of finishing your degree and going to grad school there, they’ll cut you a break on price?”

      She nodded. “Yes, and they’ll approve my admission all in one swoop and tie the financial aid package together. It’s pretty sweet. There are several schools that are trying to build their law programs, who may not have huge reputations right now, that are working this concept to their and the student’s advantage.”

      I thought about her response. “So, you’ve actually been doing some research on this for a while, it sounds like.”

      She nodded. “Well, off and on. We have quite a bit of downtime. When I was going to classes and doing investigations on the side, I had a good balance, but now I’m kind of bored.”

      I considered her position. “So, do you think you’d be going back to school and investigating, or are you going to be leaving us?”

      She frowned. “Well, it kind of depends on where I end up going to school. If it’s Monmouth, it would only be a half-hour away. I could live here and commute, maintaining my present lifestyle. If I can pull it off, that’s kind of the direction I’d like to go.”

      One of Sally’s girls dropped an ice cream cone off for me. I grinned. “Thanks! How did you know what I wanted?”

      She smiled. “Oh, it’s a well-known fact that you only eat orange and vanilla.”

      Shelby continued. “Here’s my plan. I’ll take the LSATs as soon as I can and apply for January admission. I have some money saved from our business venture, so I could pay for a few semesters, but I’m hoping for at least some financial assistance if I can get it, hopefully the kind you don’t have to pay back, like a scholarship. As I said, they have a program where they are encouraging students to get into the pre-law program and continue right through law school in order to build up their program’s reputation. The timing might be great.”

      I considered her situation. “That’s great that you took your first two years at community college and have no debt. You’re a smart girl.”

      She hugged me. “Well, as I recall, you gave me some pretty good advice when I got out of high school, and you were willing to back me up financially if I needed it. I’ll never forget that.”

      I licked my ice cream. “We’d better get home and inform Sally what is going on. She’s going to have to pick up the slack while you are becoming our corporate attorney.”

      She stuck her tongue out. “Too boring. I want to be a real attorney, like a D.A. or a defense attorney. I want the thrill of victory in court.”

      We started walking out to the MINI. “You say that now, but when all of your classmates are getting cushy corporate jobs or going to work for the government, you might have second thoughts.”

      She didn’t waver. “I usually have a pretty good idea of what I want. You’ll have to admit that.”

      I couldn’t disagree. “Well, let’s say you’ll become more informed after two years of pre-law and a couple of years of law school. If you still think courtroom work is your destiny, I say more power to you. Just remember, we may be battling sometimes.”

      She didn’t seem to mind. “That’ll be fun
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