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      The plan that morning was to sleep in for at least another  fifteen minutes and snuggle with my man, Nick Christianson. He was a homicide detective for the Salinas Police Department, and he’d been my college squeeze. It hadn’t ended well, but by the time we met up again years later, we’d both grown up a bit.

      It was a rare morning that we were both waking up at the same time. Nick was usually out the door before my alarm went off. Murder never sleeps, and neither do the detectives. That went for private detectives, too. My plans to snuggle with Nick, who had a rare morning off, were interrupted by my mom, Lydia Graves.

      She wasn’t one to call early in the morning, since she liked them almost as much as I did, but this happened to be business. Or so I assumed, since she was calling from the business cell phone I gave her. Lydia came to work for me when we needed a new agent at the Gotcha Detective Agency. My longtime friend, who’d been with me since the beginning of the agency’s inception, went on her merry way. For a split second, I wondered how she was doing, then I put it out of my mind because she wasn’t worth the worry or energy.

      When I looked at my phone, I groaned.

      “What’s up?” Nick said, his voice groggy and rough with sleep.

      “My mom. It better be good.” I got out of bed and headed to the bathroom, answering the phone, “This better be good.”

      “That’s a nice way to greet your mother. It’s like you’re my black sheep daughter,” she said.

      “You don’t have any black sheep kids, Mom, at least not anymore,” I said as I closed the door behind me.

      “I need to you meet me at the office. I need some guidance on this case you gave me.”

      I could hear a car door shut.

      “Where are you?” I asked.

      “I’m at home, but I’m on my way to work. I’m serious; meet me at the office in thirty minutes, or you’ll be too late to help.” With that, she hung up.

      Damn, I hated rushing in the morning, but I turned on the shower and let the water warm up while I gathered my clothes for the day.

      “What are you doing?” Nick rolled over in bed.

      “I have to meet my mom at the office. She needs help with a case. Go back to sleep.” I pulled my regular daily uniform of black leggings and a dark colored shirt out of the drawer.

      I looked around the room for my shoes. My go-to lately had been Chuck Taylor canvas tennies, but it had been stinking cold the last few weeks, so I wanted to wear my Uggs knockoffs, instead of Chucks. The temps had dropped into the fifties after all.

      I found one boot by my dresser, but the other one was gone. Poof. Disappeared, like a lot of things did when Lola was around.

      Nick sat up in bed. “Looking for something?”

      “My gray boot.” I held up the one in my hand, so he could see what I was talking about.

      “Try turning on the light,” he said.

      “I didn’t want to wake you,” I said.

      He laughed. “I’m awake now. I’ll get the light and look for you. Get in the shower before we run out of hot water. I want to shower, too.”

      I would’ve offered to share, but I was in a hurry.

      When I got out of the shower, both of my boots were on the floor next to the sink, along with my clothes and a cup of coffee. This was one of the reasons I loved Nick. He always looked out for me. We had a rocky start when we met again, but he wasn’t as big an asshole as he pretended to be.

      I downed the cup of coffee while I put on the minimum makeup required not to scare anyone: foundation, all-day lip color in a nude shade, blush, eyeliner, and mascara. There was nothing I could do about my hair, so I pulled it to the top of my head with my fingers and wrapped an elastic band around it, making a messy bun. Oh boy, did my hair need to be colored. I could even see the gray when it was wet.

      On my way out the door, followed closely by Lola, Nick handed me a travel mug full of coffee and kissed me.

      I loved kissing that man. He had the softest, full lips. I shook it off, or I’d be late.

      “Love you,” I said as I headed out the door. “And thanks for the coffee.”

      He followed me to the door. “I’ll probably be late tonight. Love you, too.”

      What was new? He was always home late. If I was the jealous type, I’d wonder.

      

      By eight o’clock, I was in one of my favorite places: a stakeout. That wasn’t really true. I disliked stakeouts, but it was part of my job as the owner of Gotcha Detective Agency. The agency, which was owned by me and my partner, Charles Parks, was aptly named because we specialized in tracking down cheaters and liars. Deadbeats who tried to cheat the system, or their spouses, were our biggest source of income. And once in a great while, we happened across dead bodies. That sort of thing was bound to happen when you’re in a business like ours. I wasn’t sure it was a thing for other private detective agencies, but it sure seemed to happen to us a lot.

      Along with Charles, we had great employees:  our surveillance expert, Cortnie Garcia; our junior agent, Lydia Graves; and of course, my fearless Doberman, Lola. And then there was our wonderful office assistant, Uta.

      Lydia had worked for me for nearly a year and usually did stakeouts on her own, but this morning was different. There was something about the gentleman we were hired to follow that didn’t sit right, and she wanted me to come along and observe him.

      The sky had been threatening rain for almost a week, but this was California, and so the threat was rarely taken seriously. I hadn’t even brought a rain slicker or umbrella to work with me.

      When I’d picked Lydia up earlier that morning, she’d groaned when she saw Lola in the back seat. They had a love/hate relationship. Let’s just say, my mom didn’t babysit Lola when Nick and I were out of town. The way she’d started sniffing (I’m talking about Lydia), she wanted out of the car. “That wet dog smell is going to gag me,” she said.

      “She isn’t wet, Mom.”

      At this, Lola stood up, leaned into the front seat, and licked Lydia on the face.

      “Gross.” Lydia wiped her face with her sleeve.

      I reached over and patted Lola on the head. “Good girl.”

      “You’re mean.” She turned her head to stare out the passenger window, as if she’d been slighted.

      “Lola thinks you’re just swell,” I said.

      Lola turned around and sat down, looking out the window as if she wished she could stick her head outside, because my mom’s perfume gagged her.

      “What are you and Nick doing for Christmas?” Lydia asked.

      “I don’t know, but we did put up a tree this year, so maybe we’ll get in the spirit of things. Nick is on-call that day, though.”

      Lydia smirked. “You mean that two-foot thing with the tiny lights that you have on your coffee table in the living room? You call that putting up a tree?”

      I did, as a matter of fact. The holidays hadn’t been my thing since my husband, Dominic Capurro, died. Being with Nick helped me move on, but I still felt a little melancholy when November rolled around.

      “It’s a step. One step at a time. Besides, I have better things to spend my money on than a tree and decorations. It’s turned into such a Hallmark holiday.” Cynical much?

      “Like what? Those ridiculous boots?” She looked down at my feet.

      “Hey, these boots are just fine, thank you very much,” I said.

      “Mimi, it’s California, not Idaho. There’s no snow, and it’s fifty degrees, for goodness sakes,” said the woman who was wearing skinny jeans, hiking boots with thick socks, and a turtleneck shirt under her sweater.

      “Okay, whatever,” I drove the rest of the way sulking. I was proud of our two-foot fake tree. “And my boots are cute.”

      She finally caved. “They are.”

      We followed Rhett Princel from the home he shared with his wife, Maggie, to an apartment complex on the opposite side of town. Rhett and Maggie lived in North Salinas, and there Rhett was, parking his Toyota Corolla outside an apartment complex in South Salinas. When he made the left turn off Davis and onto Alisal Street, we hung back. Lydia already knew his destination because she’d tailed him for several days. He was already parked and getting out of the car when we turned onto the same street. I drove past him and pulled into the parking lot of the Save ‘N’ Go across from the apartments.

      Once parked, I watched Rhett, who looked to be about five-ten and weigh about two hundred pounds, walk up the sidewalk. He was fleshy, but muscular and had a bounce in his step, like he was excited about something. Wherever he was going, or whoever he was seeing, he was happy to be there. I smiled at this, even though he might be cheating on his wife. I liked seeing happy people. It helped me forget about the funk I’d been in the last few weeks.

      That funk may have something to do with the weather, since I swear we hadn’t seen the sun in a month. And the time of year wasn’t helping. I wasn’t a “bah humbug” person, I just didn’t see the point of spending so much money on gifts that were going to be returned anyway. Not to mention the person who returned the gift would get pennies on the dollar compared to what the gift giver spent. Why do you think the stores have the after-Christmas sales anyway? Bad attitude, I know.

      “What are we looking for?”

      “He goes in, but he doesn’t come out. You’ll see.” Lydia leaned forward in the passenger seat trying to get a better look.

      “I don’t get it.”

      “Rhett goes in, and then a woman comes out. The woman gets in the car and goes to the place Rhett works. At the end of the day, the woman comes back to the apartment, and Rhett gets back in his car and drives home. That’s why I wanted you to come and see, and help me decide how to proceed.”

      “Did you ever follow the woman? Who is she?”

      “Duh, I just said, she goes to Rhett’s place of work.” She’d been hanging around the people in our office too much and was getting an attitude.

      “And then what?” I asked.

      Lydia shrugged. “Just keep watching.”

      Rhett had been wearing dark slacks and a tan dress shirt with a brown tie, and his shoes looked dark and polished. As I watched him walk up the sidewalk into the apartment complex, he didn’t look around as if he was trying to be stealthy. He looked like someone going home.

      While we waited for whoever was going to appear, the grocery store turned on its lights and opened for business. They had a great bakery inside, and I wanted to get out of the car and go grab a muffin and coffee. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one thinking this, as I saw several mothers with small children in tow entering the grocery store and exiting only minutes later with a small bag and large coffee cup. My stomach rumbled, but I didn’t feel like having Lola drooling over my shoulder while I ate. As it was, she slept peacefully in the back. It was way too early for her to be on watch.

      While we waited, the world started coming alive around us. The street lamps dimmed, people exited their homes and apartments heading to work or wherever. Several teens walked down the street wearing heavy looking backpacks and listening to what I assumed was music with earbuds in their ears. Another group of kids walked together, not speaking to one another, each wrapped up in their music, or looking at their phones. Welcome to the new world order. I hated the lack of communication with the younger generation.

      Lydia pointed out the windshield. “There she is.”

      Just as my mom pointed, the skies decided to open. Huge splats of raindrops landed on my windshield. I had to start the car and turn on the windshield wipers to see the person Lydia pointed to. Of course, this would be the day it really rained, when I was trying to keep an eye on a person for a client.

      The woman put her large black handbag over her long auburn hair and ran to the car. She moved like an athlete, sure and deliberate.

      I leaned forward in my seat, as if getting closer to the windshield would help me focus, and realized the person we were looking at was Rhett Princel. I reached across the seat and grabbed my mom’s upper arm. I looked from Rhett’s car to my mom and then back. “That’s Rhett.”

      Lydia reached forward with the end of her sweater and put it up to the windshield, wiping the foggy glass to see better. “Yep, same lady.”

      I turned on the defrost.

      “No, it’s Rhett,” I said.

      My mom sat back in the seat and turned to stare at me. “That’s what I wanted you to see. And thanks for the confirmation, I’d have never known it was Rhett.” The sarcasm dripping from her voice was unbecoming of a good mother.

      I shrugged. “I don’t think he’s just a crossdresser, do you? Didn’t you say he goes to work dressed this way?”

      “Yes, Rhett goes in and this woman comes out. She’s the one going to work, while the person known as Rhett is nowhere to be found. I realize they are the same person, but you know what I mean.”

      “Have you followed him into the complex to see what apartment he’s in?”

      Lydia wrinkled her nose at me. “What kind of detective would I be if I didn’t?”

      “And?”

      “It’s not like I went up and knocked on the door or anything. At least not until after the female Rhett reappeared and left.”

      “So you did knock on the door?” Why did I always have to drag things out of her?

      “Of course. How long have you known me? I’m nosier than you are. But no one answered. I checked the mailbox and the name on the box is R. Princel. It’s Rhett’s apartment.”

      The woman who appeared and got into Rhett’s car wore a sleeveless, knee length A-line dress with a fitted bodice. The dress was dark, I’d say navy, and had white polka dots. It was not appropriate for the sudden change in weather, or the season, but it looked cute on him, I mean her.

      “Rhett looks good as a redhead,” Lydia said.

      I nodded my head. “So, what do we tell the wife?”

      Lydia threw back her head and laughed so hard she nearly choked. “‘Mrs. Princel, your husband is not having an affair, at least not as far as we can tell, but he is dressing like a woman and going to work as usual. He leaves early every day, so he can change into a woman and then go to work.’”

      I looked at my mom, who was still laughing hysterically. “It’s not funny. This poor man. Maybe he’s working up the gumption to tell her that he’s really a woman inside. This must be costing him a fortune. I mean, he has a separate apartment and everything.”

      “He’s a mechanical engineer, for Pete’s sake. He can afford it, unless Maggie is a crazy shopping addict. They live in a modest home and drive modest cars. Oh, and they don’t have kids, either. Maggie said something about adopting, but then Rhett started acting strange.”

      “How do you tell your spouse something like this without hurting anyone’s feelings? I feel for Rhett, I really do,” I said.

      “What I wouldn’t give to get a look inside that apartment. Rhett seems fashionable. Every day he, I mean she, has a new stylish dress and low pumps. Heck, I’d even go back to wearing high heels if I could find shoes that cute.”

      We were getting off topic.

      “What are you going to tell the wife?” I asked.

      “It’s your business,” Lydia said. “You tell her.”

      “It’s your case.”

      Lydia’s face was somber as she said, “Fine, I’ll tell her. I’m not exactly sure what to say.”

      “I wonder what she thinks would be worse, that her husband was cheating on her, or that her husband prefers to be a woman?” It sounded callous as the words came out, but I did wonder. It would be a shock to any relationship.

      I knew it would be a huge blow to me, but I’d hope that I love the person enough to be understanding. I’d cry like a baby, I knew that. But in the end, I hoped I was a better person and just wanted the person I loved to be happy.

      Lydia looked at me. “I feel sorry for the man. He’s not that old, but all these years he’s been a man, when inside he’s really a woman. If I was his wife, I don’t know how I’d feel. I just hope she’s supportive and doesn’t take it as a personal affront. That would be selfish and cruel.”

      “I don’t know about you, but I think I’d ask him for makeup tips,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

      “Me too,” she said enthusiastically. “I’ve thought that several times. And that was before I was sure it was a man. Or not a man really, but a trans person. Heck, I’m confused.”

      “Do you think we need to follow him to work?” I asked.

      “Nope. I think we’ve done all we can on this case.” Lydia adjusted herself on the seat and put her seatbelt back on. “But I do think I want the chance to talk to Rhett before telling his wife. This isn’t like outing a cheater. This is much harder and much more personal. And he’s keeping it a secret from her for a reason.”

      “No kids, though,” I said.

      “That isn’t even the point. Rhett can’t continue to live two lives. Either they’ll accept her, or they won’t. Not a situation I’d want to deal with. Besides, his job doesn’t seem to have an issue.”

      “Maybe they’ve never known Rhett as Rhett.”

      Lydia wagged her finger. “Not true. I looked him up, and his name came up as employed by Glouten Engineering.”

      Rhett had already started the car and driven away. I continued to stare at the empty parking space at the curb, wondering how hard something like that had to be on a person, and if there was any support for someone dealing with this.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “I’m going to Rhett’s office on my own time. I’ll explain who I am, and ask him what’s going on. I mean, unlike an affair, I think he needs a heads up. His wife was suspicious enough to hire us, so she’s onto him somehow. Maybe he is just a crossdresser, or maybe he lost a bet. Who knows? But he shouldn’t be blindsided.”

      “Sounds good, but maybe wait for him to get back here. Knock on the apartment door,” I suggested.

      “I don’t think so. I may have a gun, but I’m not going into a stranger’s apartment,” Lydia said.

      “We did it all the time when we were younger. And you know you were a little party girl.”

      Lydia rolled her eyes. “That’s when I was young and dumb. But I was the life of the party, and I didn’t even have to be drunk. People just flocked to me because I was funny and cute.”

      “Okay, Charles.” He happened to have an overly inflated ego, and she sounded just like him.

      “He may be a bit cuter than I was at that age. And slightly more confident.” Lydia giggled like a teenager. “Though I was a cutie.”

      I cranked up the windshield wipers to the highest level, as the rain was now coming down in sheets, and put my car in reverse, backing out of the parking space. I avoided looking toward the grocery store as I drove out of the parking lot. I didn’t need the muffin, but I sure did need more coffee.

      “I have a full plate. It’s a Monday, which means I have to catch up on files and business stuff,” I said as I turned right onto Alisal Street and headed back to the office.

      “You know I can take on some of that responsibility.”

      “Thanks, but it’s all good. I need to keep track of the business end of things. I feel like I’ve already given up so much control. Back when Jackie was with us, I felt the need to keep everything stealthy because I didn’t want hard feelings if she knew what the agency was making compared to the twenty-five dollars an hour I paid her. Besides, I need to make some calls and get some more insurance company business. They pay well and rarely complain about our rates.”

      “Twenty-five an hour?” Lydia turned to look at me.

      “Yep,” I said, distractedly, looking carefully out the windshield. I hated driving in the rain.

      “When am I going to get a raise?” Lydia asked, almost whispering.

      “I think you have a review coming up.”

      I’d have to have a chat with Charles about that. Dang me for opening my fat mouth.
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      Early mornings were my favorite: hot shower, fresh everything, bacon and eggs cooking in the kitchen, and coffee waiting to be consumed. On rare occasions, Max Daniels and I even got to have a hot breakfast together. With Max working for the FBI, and me owning the agency along with the other obligations I had, it made us a dysfunctional couple, to say the least. I wondered how long we’d last.

      I stood at the window in Mimi’s office with the drapes pulled aside and enjoyed watching the inclement weather from inside. It was my favorite time of day, when the world was quiet and I was all alone. Normally, I would spend the mornings at home, but Max had been gone a long time on his latest assignment, and the house felt sad and lonely.

      I was on my second cup of coffee when Uta came into Mimi’s office. I turned around and greeted her with a genuine smile. Uta was one of my favorite people. I didn’t know her real age, but I guessed she was in her late sixties, even though she acted more like forty and knew more about running a computer than most millennials.

      This morning she wore chocolate brown tights with wingtip high heels in the same color. Her skirt, also chocolate brown, fell about five inches below her knees and was topped off with a cream-colored blouse. When I said she looked like a forty-something year old, I wasn
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