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Chapter 1



Take an umbrella, dolly. Dont let it rain on your head. If I had a nickel for every time a schmuck didnt listen to Channel 7s Larry the weatherman when he said sixty percent chance of rain and they found themselves in the middle of Main Street dripping, Id have a lot of nickels. Dont drip, bubbeleh. Take an umbrella. Even if Larry says theres no chance of rain, remember to be a boy scout: Always prepared. An umbrella, a pocketknife, an extra button. Be ready.

 Lesson 18, Wedding Business Advice From 

Your Grandma Zelda





Tuesday morning, Grandmas Second Chancers Singles meeting had gone coddiwomple into the realm of gossip, instead of learning how to revamp their lives into happiness. Grandma was used to unfocused matches. She had been a matchmaker for decades, but re-focusing this group on finding love this morning was proving to be too much of an onerous task.

I was sitting in the corner of the parlor, organizing my tulle collection, trying to stay out of it, but the gossip had turned from fascinating to bizarre. No, I wasnt a ballerina with an unusually large number of tutus. I was a wedding planner.

Im Gladie Burger. Four years ago, I moved in with my Grandma Zelda to help her in her matchmaking business. Grandma has a way of knowing things that cant be known, and it turns out that I do, too. Since then, I married Spencer Bolton, the local police chief, and I opened my own wedding planning business.

We all lived together in a large Victorian house in the Historic District of Cannes, California, which is located in the mountains east of San Diego.

Its spooky, like Satan kind of spooky, Vera Williams announced in a low voice. She was fifty-six-years-old and had divorced a butcher after he left her for the sausage rep.

Becky Sharp crossed herself. She was a thirty-year-old social studies teacher whose fiancé had died three days before their wedding. I heard something about the devil, too, she whispered, as if the devil would show up in the parlor if she mentioned him in a normal voice.

You know what? Grandma interrupted brightly in a sing-song voice. She smoothed the skirt of her Stella McCartney knockoff that was a size too small for her. Lets talk about finding love. Love is the most important thing.

The women didnt look convinced. They quickly returned to the Satan gossip. Vera pointed at each of the other six Second Chancers. Its just one more thing in a whole slew of weird things happening in this town.

A little giggle escaped my lips. Our town was ground zero for weird. We had had a three-year weird-hiatus, but that had ended last month with a humongous dose of weird.

You cant get weirder than a car graveyard, Vera said, like she had a list of weird things that she had memorized in numerical order.

I put my tulle aside. Theres a car graveyard? I asked. Like with tombstones and flowers?

Becky shook her head. No. Just cars. Not buried or anything like that.

You havent noticed it? Vera asked me. Its across the street from you in the backyard. Have you noticed?

My grandmother caught my eye. We hadnt noticed. The house across the street was cursed, and after what had happened there last month, I had successfully pretended it didnt exist. And now there was a car graveyard there?

Thats not the weirdest thing, Alexa Boyle said. She was new to the group and had joined after her husband left her to sell wind turbines in Nevada. The weirdest thing is someones listening.

Vera pointed at her. I heard about that. I heard about a woman who mentioned her ATM pin in her house, and her bank account was cleared out.

Thats not the worst thing thats happening, Becky whispered. Have you heard about the coffins?

The women all nodded and made oh sounds. I leaned forward so I could hear better. The women launched into gossip that they had heardbut they didnt know from whomabout the local funeral home. It seemed that they were smuggling drugs in occupied caskets to use for another nefarious purpose. 

Sister Cyril is walking up the driveway, Grandma announced and stood. She went toward the front door to greet her friend, and the women shut up fast.

Remember, ixnay on the raveyardgay, Vera said.

I must have looked puzzled because Becky came over to me. Sister Cyril asked for car donations for the womens shelter fundraiser, she whispered.

So, you think she parked them across the street instead of using them for charity? I asked.

Okay, ladies, Ill see you next week at the same time, Grandma announced from the entranceway. I could see that Sister Cyril was standing next to her, wearing jeans and a windbreaker. She was holding an umbrella, and it was dripping onto the floor. The women filed out of the parlor and walked past Sister Cyril without making eye contact. I left the tulle in the parlor and joined my grandmother and Sister Cyril.

Hello, Gladie. Hows the wedding business? Sister Cyril asked me, like she was oblivious to the bad juju shooting out of the backs of the heads of the Second Chancers women.

But I knew Sister Cyril, and I understood that the usually unflappable nun was flapped. 

Dont worry, I told her. Vera is going to get a fungus on her back, and she wont be able to wear a bathing suit for a year and a half.

Grandma nodded in agreement. I see it, too. Its going to be a doozy of a fungus.

Are you here about Apple Days? I asked, even though I knew she was. Cannes was known for its apples. Apple season brought in a lot of tourists to pick apples, eat apple pie, drink apple cider, and shmear apple butter on apple scones.

And buy antiques.

There was a lot of money in apples for the town.

The Apple Days celebrations also offered entertainment, events, and activities to bring pride to the town and more business to the local shops.

This year, Grandma and Sister Cyril were co-chairs, and they had been planning so hard that Eisenhower would get planning-envy if he was alive and he was contemplating invading Europe, again.

Almost done, Sister Cyril said. We just have to hire a band.

I had a feeling that the band was going to be an issue, but I wasnt sure. My third eye wasnt twenty-twenty.

There was a noise on the staircase, and Sister Cyril looked up, giggled, and adjusted her hair.

I recognized it as the Spencer effect. Even women who had no interest in sex grew giggly and weak in the knees at the sight of Spencers sexiness. I didnt blame them. As Spencer walked down the stairs in his Armani suit, with his thick, wavy, dark brown hair slightly mussed, his perfectly structured cheeks covered in a dusting of facial hair, and his sparkling blue eyes rimmed with black eyelashes that should be illegal on a man, my mouth dropped open and I felt the Spencer effect hit me hard, even though I had been married to him for three years.

Boy, the Spencer effect packed a wallop.

Are they gone? Spencer asked, looking left and right in unmistakable fear.

They just left, I told him. Youre such a coward.

Do you blame me after the last time? A woman licked me.

I stuck my finger up in the air. Once. That only happened once.

No. I was licked on my nose once. Your matchmaking clients have licked me no less than five times on other parts of my body.

He was right. He had been licked a lot. The nose one was kind of gross, though.

They were my matches, handsome, Grandma corrected. Your wife has wedding clients.

Thats true, Zelda, Spencer said. The wedding clients just want to know my secret to keeping a woman happy. He smirked his little smirk and waggled his eyebrows at me. I try to explain that they have to have the Spencer plumbing to keep a woman happy, and they dont sell that kind of plumbing at Home Depot, if you know what I mean.

Spencer plumbing doesnt sound very romantic, I pointed out.

He pulled me into a tight embrace, and he ground his pelvis against me. His breath smelled like the spearmint toothpaste I had bought at the Dollar Center in Walleys when I went into the store for discount cookies-and-cream chocolate bars after a difficult wedding planning day.

His breath was making me wild with desire, and I could feel my insides heat up and tighten, like they were moving into high gear in order to climb up a steep mountain or jump onto Spencers naked hot body and use him for my selfish pleasure.

Pleasure, I moaned.

This is when they kiss, right? Sister Cyril asked my grandmother.

It could go on like this for a while. I have a cheesecake in the refrigerator. Lets put on a pot of coffee, Grandma told her.

There was little in the world that could stop me from eating an available cheesecake. But Spencer had worked his tongue into my mouth, and I completely forgot that whipped cream cheese and sugar on a graham cracker crust was up for grabs only a few feet away.

After he ravaged my mouth, Spencer smoothed his tie and smirked at me, again. Hows that for romance?

Its all right, I croaked and tried to swallow.

Ive got to rush into work. Theres been another incident at the holding cells. Spencer sighed, exhaling sharply. Im going to kill Fred for ordering that cable package. Were getting about three people a day, trying to get arrested so they can watch HBO.

I followed him to the front door, and he opened it.

Tell them that Game of Thrones is over, I said.

We put up a sign, but they dont care.

He kissed me lightly and ran outside into the rain toward his car. I glanced over at the kitchen doorway. Grandma and Sister Cyril were sitting at the kitchen table. I wanted cheesecake, but I had a new client meeting at the local tea shop Tea Time that I had to get to.

I slipped on a light jacket and took a large umbrella out of the umbrella stand by the front door. Outside, the rain was coming down in a light sprinkle, and I decided to walk to Tea Time instead of driving.

Across the street, a couple lookie-loos carrying baseball bats were standing on the front lawn craning their necks, probably trying to get a peek at the car graveyard. I was tempted to look myself, but I had had bad luck with the cursed house, and I worried that a quick look would turn into something longer and a whole lot worse. Besides, I had to get to my appointment.

I walked down the street and turned left onto Main Street in the heart of the Historic District. Cannes was founded in the late 1900s after gold was discovered there, but the gold ran out quickly, and most of the towns citizens cleared out. My grandmothers house had been built during the gold rush. Tea Time was housed in the original saloon.

I opened the door and entered. About ten people were sitting at small round tables, enjoying their morning tea. Ahead of me, Ruth Fletcher, the octogenarian owner of Tea Time, was wiping down the bar. I crossed over to her, passing several bullet holes in the wall, which were made during the Wild West days.

Ruth had deftly washed the rest of the vestiges of the saloon away and replaced them with her love of tea. She served a large variety of teas in her collection of small teapots and teacups from all around the world.

Unfortunately for Ruth, I didnt like tea, which made me just a notch above Eichmann in her book. Fortunately for me, however, Ruth made the best lattes, as much as it pained her to serve coffee.

I slapped my credit card onto the counter. Latte, Ruth, and make it a big one.

She glared at me and continued to wipe down the bar.

Thats it? she demanded. No, hello, Ruth? No, How are you doing, Ruth? No, please, Ruth? You know, they kill people in France who dont have good manners. You dont say good morning at the boulangerie, and they guillotine your ass.

I think thats the wrong end for a guillotine, I pointed out. Whats a boulangerie?

A bakery. When are you going to get some culture, girl?

Hey, I watch Netflix, you know. Thats a lot of culture. Bakery sounds good, Ruth. Give me a chocolate chip scone while youre at it. Ive given up on diets. Spencer loves me just the way I am.

Ruth stopped wiping down the bar and folded the cloth. Really? He doesnt mind that extra ten pounds you packed on last month?

I stumbled back a step and caught myself. What?

She shrugged. Not that its a big deal, even though your jeans look like theyre ready to blow.

I looked down. She was right. My waistband was cutting my middle, making my gut poof out in an unsightly roll. I untucked my shirt, quickly. There. Now, I looked fine.

Ruth turned around and started my latte. You still want the scone? she asked with her back to me.

Uh, I said, weighing my tight waistband against the draw of a delicious homemade scone and latte.

Thats what I thought. She put a scone on a small plate and slid it over the bar toward me. She got a to-go cup, but I stopped her.

Im drinking it here, today. I have a business meeting. New client.

Ruth wasnt listening. She was looking past me at a couple customers. I turned around to see what had caught her attention.

No, that teapot is not listening to you! Ruth shouted at the customers.

They didnt look convinced, so Ruth marched around the bar to them, ripped the teapot off their table, and ordered them to leave. She came back to the bar, clutching the teapot to her chest.

Whats going on with this town? she demanded. I figured it was a rhetorical question, so I didnt answer. Everything is a conspiracy these days. You know what you dont see these days? Ill tell you. You dont see folks reading newspapers. Not a single one. This place used to be lousy with newspaper. I was picking up newspaper all day long. But nowadays, theyre moving their thumbs all over their stupid cellphones instead of reading actual news. Now, the town is drowning in crazy conspiracies and rumors that dont make any sense. All because of their stupid, stupid thumbs.

Grandma gets the paper every morning, I said, worried that she wasnt going to let me have my latte.

She pointed at me. It would do you a world of good to read it, too, girl. Otherwise, youre going to start thinking the teapots are listening to you, just like the rest of the thumbed morons of the town.

I wondered if she was right. I had a cellphone, but I wasnt a thumbs kind of person. I liked to talk to people in person, not text with them in short, abbreviated sentences.

I sat at a table by the door and took a long sip of the latte. It was as delicious as ever. Just as I was about to take a bite of the scone, the front door opened, and an average-looking man with bright red hair walked in. I recognized him as my new client Gerry Hamilton from his description of himself to me.

Signaling to him, he came over and shook my hand and sat at my table across from me. It was unusual to have a first wedding planning meeting with just the groom, but it wasnt entirely unheard of. 

However, everything he told me during the meeting was entirely unheard of.

I rubbed my ear after a few minutes of him talking. Im sorry. Earwax problem. Can you repeat that?

I was just explaining that Gina and I have never met before, he said. Were going to meet when we say our vows.

I rubbed my ear, again. Sorry. Darned earwax. I thought you said youve never met your bride.




Chapter 2


Now that youre an entrepreneur, youre going to get a lot of word-of-mouth advice. Every mamzers got a mouth, and hes going to want to use it. But let me tell you something, bubbeleh, the world could use a little more words and a little less mouth, if you know what I mean. You dont? Well, Ill tell you: Just because someone tells you something, it doesnt mean that you need to believe it. Your own heart and gut are pretty good for making decisions, but nothing beats good old-fashioned research.

 Lesson 19, Wedding Business Advice From

Your Grandma Zelda




Gerry nodded like he was trying to chop wood with his chin. He beamed at me, as if rainbows were shooting out of my ears. 

Isnt it romantic? Weve never spoken to each other, either. I havent even seen a picture of her. I wouldnt know her if she came into Tea Time right this second.

Just then, the door opened, and a man walked in. I noticed a small bead of sweat roll down Gerrys forehead, but he wiped it off fast.

Its a good thing shell be in a white dress at the wedding so you can pick her out of the crowd, I said.

Boy, I never thought wedding planning clients could be weirder than matchmaker clients. Go figure.

But besides being weird, Gerry was also organized. He knew about flower arrangements and wedding music. Since he and Gina werent meeting until the wedding ceremony, they had agreed on the details over Snapchat.

This is doable, I said, looking over my notes. Spencer had given me a leather-bound notebook and a pretty crystal-encrusted pen when I started the business, and they made me feel very professional.

Good. See you on Saturday, he told me and stood up.

Excuse me? Which Saturday?

Saturday. The day after Friday.

But todays Tuesday.

Did you reserve the funeral parlor? he asked.

I tugged on his shirt sleeve, making him sit back down. Wait a second. Wait a second. You want to be married this Saturday?

He nodded. At the Happy Days Funeral Parlor at four oclock. Didnt I mention that?

He hadnt mentioned that. He had mentioned the lilies and Bruce Springsteens Born in the USA. He had mentioned the sparse guest list, the crab puffs and mini pound cakes for appetizers, the booze, and the wedding cake. But he hadnt mentioned Saturday or a funeral parlor.

A funeral parlor?

Arent there dead people at the funeral parlor? I asked.

Even though I had stumbled over a lot of dead people since moving to Cannes, I didnt want to stumble over any more.

Gerry leaned forward in his chair. His face crinkled up like he was preparing to yell or threaten me, or at least not like me. He slapped a piece of paper onto the table.

Whats this? I asked. It looked official.

This is the California statute, which states that youre not allowed to discriminate based on religious beliefs, sexual orientation, or anything else. And I have seventy-three Twitter followers, so you better not mess with me, lady.

Im not going to discriminate, I assured him. Im the least discriminating person I know.

Good. Wedding at the funeral parlor at four oclock this Saturday, he ordered and marched out.

Ruth took his place and handed me another scone on a small blue plate.

I overheard the tail end of that conversation, so I figured youd need this, she said. I took a bite. Youre going to need to buy a new outfit for Saturday. One size up, she added.

After drinking a second latte, I left Tea Time. It was still raining, so I opened my umbrella. Across the street, Detective Remington Cumberbatch was talking to an older woman. He looked enormous in his yellow police rain poncho. I knew that under his clothes; he sported seven tattoos. I had counted them when we had had a short fling years ago. He looked like The Rock, but he had hair. Even though I was in a happy marriage and in love with Spencer, I still liked to look at Remington when I had the chance.

No, I will not arrest you, Mrs. Waterston, I heard him tell the woman across the street. 

But I tell you that I stole these dentures, she insisted, and opened and closed her mouth a few times. Stole them, I tell you.

Mrs. Waterston, those dentures are yours. Theyre in your mouth. Dont you have HBO at home?

I live off of Social Security, young man. I cant afford premium channels.

I turned up Main Street toward home. I had a lot on my mind. First of all, I had to plan a wedding in a few days or I would be Twittered out of business. Second, I had gained weight without noticing. Had Spencer noticed? I probably needed to start a diet pronto, but I was craving French fries in a big way, and I knew that there was some Sara Lee leftover in the fridge at home.

On my street, the cursed house seemed to beckon to me. The crowd had dispersed, and I decided to take a look at the so-called car graveyard.

Stepping around the cursed house, memories came back to me of all the weird and horrible things that had happened there. I shut my eyes for a moment, willing myself to forget, and when I opened them again, I could see what was left of the backyard. The pool was gone. So was the landscaping. In their place was…well…

A car graveyard.

I counted five cars abandoned in a random pattern, like dominoes that had fallen. For some reason, looking at it made me shudder, and I practically ran around the house to the front, nearly bumping into a man wearing ear muffs and who had his hands over his ear muffs. I told him that I was sorry for nearly knocking him over. He dropped his hands to his side.

What? he bellowed.

Whatre you doing? Are you all right? I asked, pointing to one of his ears.

Not at all. Someones listening. Last night I told my wife that I wanted a crab salad sandwich, and a few seconds later, there was a crab sandwich on television in a cartoon. How about that?

Was that SpongeBob SquarePants?

It was Stalin. It was 1984. It was the end of civilization.

I thought about that for a second. It was a lot to lay on a cartoon.

If someones listening, why are you wearing earmuffs? I asked.

He blinked, and his mouth dropped open. I guess you have a point. He took off his earmuffs. Well, I better be going and stop talking. They will hear.

As I watched him walk away, my best friend Bridget Donovan drove up in her Volkswagen Bug. She pulled over to the curb and rolled down the passengers window.

Have you eaten lunch, yet? she called to me. Ive got a couple hours before my next appointment. You want to go to Saladz with me?

Saladz was a small restaurant on Main Street, and it would probably be smarter for me to eat there than raid the leftover Sara Lee at home.

Sure, but dont let me eat fries, I told her.

Nuh-uh. Not after last time. But I will stop you from eating veal. Im doing a letter-writing campaign against veal.

I got into the car and dropped my umbrella on the floor in back. Bridget was the sweetest person I knew, and she protested so often that she carried a sandwich board in her trunk at all times, just in case an unexpected protest opportunity came up.

Isnt veal-opposition old? Like from the eighties? I asked her as she made a U-turn.

Its making a comeback, she said, happily.

I gave Bridget the rundown on my latest client, and we decided to visit the Happy Days Funeral Parlor before lunch to get it locked down for Saturday. Bridget turned onto Main Street just in time to see my other best friend, Lucy Smythe. I rolled down my window and was about to wave when the woman who had tried to get Remington to arrest her, grabbed Lucys designer peach-colored purse and yanked it off her shoulder.

Im stealing your purse! the woman shouted. Someone arrest me!

Bridget slowed the car to a crawl.

The holding cell at the police station got HBO, Bridget told me.

I know. And theres a Game of Thrones marathon this weekend, I said.

Give me back my purse, old woman, or I will not stop killin you, we heard Lucy threaten the woman.

Arrest me! her attacker called out, as if she expected the police to appear like a genie from a bottle.

Lucy raised her peach-colored umbrella high over her head. Ill beat your brains out of your head, darlin!

Lucy was a glamorous yet fearsome southern belle with good arm tone and the ability to balance on the tallest and spikiest of heels. The woman must have seen the commitment in Lucys eyes because she gave up and tossed the purse back at her.

Fine! Ill rob the pharmacy, the woman grumbled. I need IcyHot, anyway. This weather is making my joints howl.

Bridget pulled up to the curb. You want to meet us at Saladz in an hour? I asked Lucy.

Sounds perfect. Thats just enough time to get a touch-up on my roots.

Dont let me eat French fries, I told her.

Lucy shook her head. Nuh-uh. Not after what happened last time.
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Happy Days Funeral Parlor was located in a large, old, two-story house on the edge of town near Serenity Cemetery. Bridget parked her car in the small parking lot in front and turned off the motor.

She pushed her large hoot owl glasses up on the bridge of her nose. I dont know why Im scared. Its just a big house.

Because there are dead people in there, I told her.

She touched her glasses, again. But dead people are people, and you know that I respect the rights of all people.

I respect dead people, too, I said. But I prefer to respect them at a distance.

But Im sort of curious because I heard a thing, Im not sure from where, that this funeral parlor is smuggling drugs in their coffins. You know, when dead people are in them.

I wondered if that was true and if it was, why the funeral parlor hadnt been raided. I would have to ask Spencer later.

I heard a lot of stuff this morning from Grandmas Second Chancers meeting. Some wackadoo things are happening in town. I mean, more wackadoo than usual.

Nefarious stuff, Bridget added. Not just weird, but bad.

Bad, I repeated and shivered.

We waited two more minutes and then finally got out of the car. We walked across a manicured path with roses on either side, and to three white-painted wood steps and up to a porch with a water fountain on one side of the front door, which had a multi-colored pane of stained glass in the center.

This is nice, Bridget noted. Its like a spa entrance or something.

I went to ring the bell, but there was a little plaque that said to enter without ringing or knocking. We walked inside, and Bridget closed the door behind us.

There was a smell.

Theres a smell, Bridget whispered.

Its a little like sour cream and onion potato chips, but with a side of corpse, I whispered back.

And vinegar? No, not vinegar. Formaldehyde. Thats not environmentally friendly. We should call the EPA.

The inside of the funeral parlor looked like it had been designed by a no-name character in Little House on the Prairie when Laura visits the big city.

The walls were covered with floral wallpaper, and the floors were covered with oriental rugs on top of burnt orange wall-to-wall carpet. Neil Diamond
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