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“Charlie,” Mabel huffed as she sipped her champagne, “did you see Mona waltz in here?” I took a sip of the frugally-priced champagne Harmony’s campaign volunteers passed out on fancy-looking silver trays made of plastic. 

“Yes, my friend. I did.” I chuckled under my breath. The feud between my best friend Mabel Mahoney and her arch nemesis, Mona Fitzsimmons, made me chuckle. I understood Mabel’s disdain for Mona and the baked goods she tried to pass off as made from scratch because they were definitely not. I told her to let it go. Mona was here to stay. 

Mona Fitzsimmons and Harmony Foster were both candidates in Wayside Bay’s town council race. One seat of the five-member town council had opened up because of previous longtime council member Forest Chandler’s heart attack and subsequent death. It was sad, but he’d been pretty old. 

“Mabes, how old was Forest?” I asked. Mabel shrugged as we weaved through the crowded market to the food table near the makeshift bar. “Somewhere around 87 I think. Oh, look at this spread, Charlie. Harmony really outdid herself.” Mabel picked up a skewer filled with fresh vegetables and slid them off onto her paper plate. “Is there ranch dip for these?” 

I pointed to a bowl filled with dip. “There? Is that ranch? Or yogurt?” 

Mabel added a dollop of the dip to her plate and dipped a baby carrot into it. “Mmm, love me some ranch dressing.” 

I rolled my eyes. “The world is a better place now.”

Mabel scowled, her favorite facial expression. “Shush you. What do you think of this turnout?” Mabel’s eyes swept the room of Harmony’s. “There’s a bunch of people here.” Indeed, Harmony’s Market was over capacity, which was good unless you were the fire marshal. Half the town was in attendance. Steve and Amy Hunter of Hunter’s Hardware stood near the bar. My son Ryan and his girlfriend Sofia chatted with my former groomer Lyle and his wife. Having lived in Wayside Bay for decades I knew most everyone, if not by name, by sight. Harmony worked the room, giving everyone hugs and thanks for coming. I saw a few hand her checks which she shoved into the pocket of her long skirt. The fundraising event appeared to be going quite well for Harmony.

Mabel nudged me and her eyes narrowed when they landed on Mona. “How did she get in here?” 

I downed the last of my champagne from the plastic glass. “Calm down. It’s a public event. Harmony invited the whole town. Look. Your other favorite person is here, too.” I motioned with my fresh glass of champagne toward Dan Masters. The local general construction contractor, and probably the most annoying man I’d ever met, stood next to the bar at the store’s counter. 

Mabel snorted. “Don’t get me started on him. Soon as I have a couple more glasses of champagne, he’ll get an earful.” Dan was currently on Mabel’s you-know-what list. Her shop, Bake and Brew, was undergoing renovations. Mabel had purchased the space next door, and the bakery was going to be expanded into a restaurant. Mabel had hired Dan’s company to do the work. His crew hadn’t shown up for several days and Dan had returned none of Mabel’s phone calls inquiring why. 

“Let’s not make a scene at Harmony’s event, Mabel. It’s her night,” I reminded her. 

“You’re right.” 

“Of course I am.” Harmony had transformed her market into a festive and lively venue. Edison lights gave off a warm glow among bunches of flowers hung upside down from the open ceiling. A light scent of evergreen incense floated through the air. The champagne disappeared quickly from the serving trays as the locals consumed the free drinks and food. 

Harmony moved to Wayside Bay after being widowed and opened the first organic market in town. Harmony was vegan as was my son Ryan. I had tried veganism; I lasted two weeks. Local politics and Harmony were no strangers. She attended every town council meeting and had been ejected forcefully from many. The past couple of years, it was clear the current town council didn’t have our town’s best interests in mind. Harmony had proven that more than once so when a seat opened up she threw her hat into the ring.

“Do you think Harmony can win?” Mabel asked, interrupting my inner monologue. 

I nodded emphatically as I grabbed another glass of champagne off a passing tray. Mabel raised her brow. I gulped half of it before replying, “They are tiny glasses, Mabel. And yes, Harmony can win. Mona’s awful and everyone knows it.” 

“Mom, that’s not nice.” Ryan said as he and Sofia joined us.

“Don’t listen to him, Charlie. We all know how Mona is,” Sofia said in a conspirator’s tone. 

“We do, but he’s right. I shouldn’t make disparaging remarks,” I conceded. 

Ryan and Sofia wandered away, saying something about a cake. Harmony approached us, her arms open for a hug. I’d noticed an abundance of hugging going on tonight. 

“Thank you for coming. And your donations,” she added. “You’re both too generous.” Harmony’s eyes glistened with grateful tears. Oh boy. I heard Mabel sniffle, knowing she’d be crying buckets in a minute. 

“Harmony,” I said, “you are most welcome. You’ve got quite the turnout here. Even Mona showed.” Mona, in her stiletto heels and blue sparkly evening gown, was at the bar with Dan Masters. 

Harmony’s expression darkened. “Yes, I suppose since I invited everyone, she’d show up. The woman has no shame. Or class. Or any other redeeming quality.” Harmony’s face grew red. “I’m sorry. That isn’t a nice thing to say. This politics stuff makes a person ruthless.” 

“She’s just awful,” Mabel chimed in. 

“Let’s not rake Mona over the coals too much now,” I said. “She’s gotten better since her brush with death.” Someone poisoned Mona at the county fair the previous year. To hear her talk, she was at death’s door, but she survived and left town right after. Her return from “abroad” as she liked to say was recent. She’d been in Mexico, which was hardly abroad. “Are you getting very many donations, Harmony?” I changed the subject. “Wait. Is that rude of me to ask?” 

Harmony smiled. “Not at all. Yes, I have. Honestly, I’m surprised. I know most people in town think I’m a crazy hippie protester who smokes weed out back.” Mabel and I laughed, but she was right. Most people thought of Harmony that way. I don’t know that she did, but in a small town it’s rumors that count, not truth. 

However, her persistence and protesting had changed things in our little slice of paradise. She’d successfully petitioned and gotten the town council to fund more library programs, the food bank, and the animal shelter, all of which Harmony was involved in. People noticed and a group asked her to run for town council after Mona announced her candidacy.

Harmony’s platform was to bring more small businesses to Wayside Bay to attract tourists and their money year round, not just in the summer. Her plans included a new music festival, a farmer’s market, and a craft market. Her ideas were endless once you got her talking.

Mona’s platform was all about big business. She wanted to open a casino and hotel at the edge of town, which was a little too close for most. However, she had support for the venture. The matter was brought before the council twice already and was voted down both times. No one really wanted a huge casino near town but were not opposed to further down the highway. Mona argued, saying how would the town make any money if it wasn’t close to town? She had a point. 

“Hey, isn’t that the guy who owns that new brewery over there talking to that snake Dan?” Mabel said. 

Rhett was a head taller than Dan, and Rhett gestured with a pointed finger in Dan’s face. “The guy in Dan’s face? Yeah, his name is Rhett River. I wonder what that’s all about.” 

“Dan probably did crappy work on his brewery. Oh, look. The band is about to start.”

The stage platform was next to the freezer case and colored spotlights hung above. The guy with the guitar tapped the mic. “Is this thing on?” He smiled and the crowd laughed. “Cool. We’re just some guys who play music. We’ve known our girl Harmony a long time and she asked us to play. Hope you like us.” 

Applause erupted as the music started. The guitarist, a short pudgy man who had to be at least 75, danced around like Mick Jagger as they played a song I knew but didn’t know the name of. Ryan grabbed my champagne glass from my hand and pulled me up. 

“C’mon, Mom. Dance with us.” Sofia took my other hand as we started moving and grooving to the music. I was a little lightheaded from my three—or was it four—glasses of champagne and even with my arthritic knees I could still cut a rug. I motioned for Mabel to join us and she shook her head. Just then, her husband Gary came inside. I waved to him and pointed at Mabel. He grinned and grabbed her hand, pulling her to her feet. Mabel rolled her eyes, but let Gary lead her to the floor. Gary shimmied and shook in front of her, causing her to bump into me and throw me off my signature dance move—the classic arm up in the air like in Saturday Night Fever—and we fell into each other laughing. 

Amy Hunter danced over and joined our group. “Steve went to get more champagne,” she yelled over the music. The band started a new song. My heart felt like it would pop out of my chest. It was pounding so hard. Breathless, I collapsed into a nearby chair to recover and Mabel did the same. She wiped her forehead with a paper napkin. “Whew! Gary and I haven’t danced in ages. I forgot how fun it is.” She studied my face. “You okay? Your face is red.” 

“Have you seen yours? I won’t have a stroke just yet, so don’t get your hopes up,” I kidded. She laughed and pointed to Gary dancing with Harmony. Gary still had the moves for an old guy. “Stick a fork in me.” I said. “I’m done. I gotta get home to the hounds and a shower.” I sniffed my armpit. “I’m pretty ripe.” The band took a break, and I said my goodbyes and made a pass by the food table to snag one of Mabel’s yummy Snickerdoodles for the ride home. Mona about knocked me down as she made a beeline to Harmony. Her heels clacked loudly on the parquet wood dance floor. Harmony turned to walk away, but Mona had her in her sights and cut her off. They exchanged words which I couldn’t hear over the music. I’m not good at lip reading either. After a minute Harmony held her hand up to Mona’s face and stalked off. Mona shrugged, unfazed by Harmony’s abrupt departure, and left. I waited a minute so I wouldn’t run into her in the parking lot before I made my exit. 

Once outside, I hurried to my bright orange Jeep. If Mona caught me, I wouldn’t get home for another half hour. Lucky for me she was nowhere in sight. 

When I arrived home, my five furry dog children Jackpot, Xena, Ethel, Lily and Edward, greeted me. I scooped up Edward, my Chihuahua, because Lily and her rump kept pushing him out of the dog mob. He snuggled into my neck as I cooed to him how he was such a good boy. 

Ten minutes later, I was in my PJs sitting in my recliner when my phone buzzed with a text. 

Mabel: r u home?

Me: all good.

Seconds later another text came in. My son Matt Jr., who I thought was in New York, texted he was in my driveway. Was I up? 

I got out of my chair as fast as my sore, stocky legs would move and threw open the front door. Matt smiled as I pulled him inside. 

The dogs, realizing there was a stranger in the house, turned into vicious beasts. Jackpot, my big lab, barked incessantly at Matt. My German Shepherd Xena chimed in with Jackpot. The others ran and jumped, ignoring my commands of down and quiet, until I jiggled the ceramic lid on the treat jar. The littles, Ethel and Edward, stopped dead still and sat. Lily laid down. Jackpot and Xena figured it out when they noticed the others sitting. 

I gave them each several and told them to go lay down. My attention turned to my oldest son. 

“Matt, what on earth are you doing here? What’s wrong? What happened?” I fired my questions at him as the dogs chewed on their treats. He picked up Ethel, his favorite of my pack, and stroked her. She ate it up. 

“Well, Mom,” he sighed. Then I noticed how tired and worn out he looked. Stubble covered his neck and chin, and dark circles hung below his blue eyes. “I quit my job. I just couldn’t take it anymore.” 

I plopped into a kitchen chair. “Wow. Okay. You must be moving in, right?” 

“For a bit. That’s okay, right?” 

I motioned for him to sit. “Yes, of course. You can have the cottage.” 

Matt slouched, his long legs stretched out. Ethel curled up in his lap, and Edward pawed at his pant leg until he picked him up. “I mean, you don’t have Javier or that police chief guy stashed in here, do you?” His tired eyes danced as he commented on my love life, or lack thereof. 

“You’re hilarious. No. No one is here. Javier moved to California. His mom is not doing well at all and he’s caring for her until, well, until he doesn’t have to, I guess. And Seeley is not even in the running anymore. I am unattached and I like it like that. By the way, those bags under your eyes are awful,” I commented. “You looked great the last time I saw you. What happened? Have you slept? Eaten?” 

Matt snickered. “Thanks for noticing how terrible I look. I have eaten. I haven’t slept much in the past few months.” He paused. “I feel bad for quitting, Mom, but it’s just not worth it anymore.” He paused. “I like the money. I make a lot of money.”

“There’s more to life than money,” I said.

He sighed. “I finally figured that out. Course, it’s easy to say that when you have it, right?” 

He was right. I didn’t have to worry about money like many people, and I thanked my lucky stars every day for that. I also knew what it was like to be working a job you hated. “Yes, it is. So, do you have a plan yet?” 

He straightened and pushed the dogs off. Ethel gave him the side eye as she waddled to her bed. “I do and I’ll need Mabel’s help if she’ll do it.” His face brightened. “I want to be a baker.” 
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We stayed up well after midnight discussing Matt’s plans, how busy I was with house call grooming and the salon, and when Ryan was going to propose to Sofia. 

I woke to the sounds of Matt scolding Jackpot for stealing the bacon off the kitchen counter. After I brushed my teeth, I joined him. I chewed on a piece of bacon as he plated two over-easy eggs for me. 

“Sit,” Matt said, and Jackpot did, hoping for another piece of bacon. 

“He meant me, ya goof.” I tugged on Jackpot’s ear and gave her a hug. “Looks good and I’m starving,” I said, shoveling food into my mouth.

“I don’t know how to work this fancy coffee machine you got here.” Matt motioned to the espresso machine on the counter. “You’re on your own.” 

My birthday gift to myself was an expensive espresso machine from a fancy online store. Over the years, I figured I’d spent thousands at Mabel’s, even when she gave me free coffees. Spending a bit on an espresso machine was a cost saving measure, I told myself. I made us mochas and enjoyed our Sunday morning time together. 

Matt patted his stomach. “I’m an excellent cook.” I snorted and egg fell out of my mouth. “Oops, sorry. Yes, you are. I hardly cook at all anymore.” 

“What’s the plan today? Is Mabel open?” Matt asked as he cleared the dishes. 

“Yes, but she’s not usually there on the weekends anymore. Let’s get ready and head on over.” 

We crowded into Bake and Brew with the after-church patrons. Penny, Mabel’s right hand at the bakery, called out hello and I asked her to bring us two iced mochas. 

“Mom, we just had coffee,” Matt pointed out. 

I scoffed. “Oh, please. You can never have enough coffee.”

“Right. Remind me of that when you can’t sleep tonight,” he said, sliding into the booth. 

Bake and Brew’s business had grown over the years and Mabel spoke of expanding one day. Lindsay Jens, a new local realtor, had stopped in a couple of months ago and said the space next door was for sale. Would Mabel be interested? After thinking about it for a couple of days, Mabel called and said she would like to buy it. Now Lindsay was another person on Mabel’s list of people she was furious with. 

Over our coffees, I explained to Matt how Mabel got it for a steal, which should’ve been her first clue something wasn’t right. Then Mabel hired Dan Master’s construction company to handle the renovations. Mabel wanted to make an apartment for Chris on the second floor as well as expand Bake and Brew.

“Chris? Is that the guy Mabel took in after the fair last year?” Matt asked. 

“It is. He’s away at culinary school. The coding thing wasn’t for him. Anyway, the crew knocked out the wall, as you can see.” I pointed to the caution tape and plastic sheeting hanging where the wall used to be. “The ceiling caved in on the first day of construction. Mabel was not happy, to put it mildly.”

“It also sounds expensive,” Matt commented. I paused as Penny brought our coffees. 

“It is. Believe me, I’ve heard all about it. Mabel wants Lindsay’s agency to cover the extra costs because she thinks they knew about it before the sale and didn’t disclose it. Seems Lindsay’s boss was a shyster and tried to sell the space to Dan. When he inspected it himself, he backed out of the sale. We’re not sure Lindsay knew though because it was before she worked there. Now Mabel wants to sue everyone. Hey!” I waved to Ryan and Sofia as they entered. 

Ryan slid in next to me, and Matt scooted over for Sofia. “Dude!” Ryan exclaimed. “You quit your job? Why? What happened? Or did you really get fired?” 

Matt reached across to smack his brother, but Ryan ducked. “I didn’t get fired. One day, I’ll tell ya all about it. I plan on becoming a baker.” 

Ryan clapped his hands. “Woo-hoo! My brother the baker. That’s outstanding. I’m here for you if that’s what you want.” 

Sofia left to use the restroom and once out of earshot, Matt said, “Bro, did you ask her yet?” 

My mom antenna went up. “Ask her what?” 

Red crept up Ryan’s neck. “I’m going to ask Sofia to marry me, Mom.” 

“Well, it’s about time,” I exclaimed, happy tears stinging my eyes. “She would be a fool to say no.” 

Ryan exhaled and grinned. “Really? You’re my mom, so you’re kind of biased.” 

“I am. It’s a special woman that’ll put up your shenanigans.”

Matt chuckled. “She’s right, Ryan. Sofia’s great.” 

“I am?” Sofia asked. 

Matt stood up and hugged her. She looked over his shoulder with questioning eyes. “What is up with you guys? I only went to the bathroom.” 

I wanted to ask Ryan how and when he was going to propose, but I didn’t get a chance because they were going house-hunting.

“We’re meeting Lindsay over there. I’ll call you later, Mom.” Before I could say watch out for Lindsay, they were gone. 

I finished my iced mocha and burped into my napkin. “Oh, excuse me. Did Ryan tell you how he was going to ask Sofia today? I mean, she has to know. They’re looking at houses.”

Matt pushed away his half full drink. “I can’t finish this. He’s trying to work up the courage. Like she’d say no.” We were about to leave when Mabel breezed in and then practically screamed Matt’s name when she saw him. I purposely hadn’t told her of his arrival because I wanted her to be surprised. 

“Matthew! Oh, my gosh! Why didn’t you tell me he was coming, Charlie?” She gave Matt one of her bone crushing hugs. He pretended to be choking, and she let him loose. 

“I didn’t know until he showed up on my doorstep last night. And then I didn’t tell you because we wanted to surprise you,” I explained. Mabel fussed over Matt about how tired he looked and what was he doing here. He explained, and then her mouth dropped open when he said he wanted her to teach him everything she knows. 

“I’ll pay you. I don’t expect your baking expertise for free,” he added. 

Mabel waved dismissively. “Don’t be silly. I will teach you all my tricks of the trade.” She squealed again and rubbed her pudgy hands together. “I’m so excited. When do we start?” 

Matt grinned. “Thanks, Mabel. I’m excited too, but you’ve got some problems of your own, I hear.” Mabel didn’t need any coaxing to lament her problems with the renovations for the next fifteen minutes. 

“Mabes, why did you come in on your day off?” I interrupted her second telling of the construction nightmare.

Mabel rolled her eyes. “She does this when I talk too much. Sorry, Matt. I’m just so excited to see you. Yes, why did I come in here? Oh, because Dan said he would meet me here at one o’clock.” 

“Dan Masters? When did you talk to him?” I asked. “Last night, while you were shaking your booty on the dance floor. When he went to the bathroom I cornered him in the hallway. I wouldn’t let him pass until he said he’d meet me today at one.” I chuckled at the image of Mabel, her bosom-y round body blocking the tiny hallway of the market.

“You’re bigger than he is.” 

Mabel laughed. “You’re not kiddin’. Everyone is. Anyway, he said he would meet me today. It’s nearly one-thirty, so he’s late. Surprise, surprise.” 

I stood up. I wasn’t interested in seeing Dan. “Matt? Shall we?” 

“Where you goin’? I just got here,” Mabel cried.

“We’ve got errands and then home.” Mabel wouldn’t let us leave until we promised we’d come for dinner later with Ryan and Sofia, too. 

Matt wanted to check Hunter’s Hardware for a new pillow. The one on the cottage bed wasn’t to his liking. He took off to the bedding section, and I waited for him under the air-conditioning vent and cooled off. The temperature outside had soared to an unheard of 90 degrees for Wayside Bay. We were used to gloomy, drizzling rainy days, not the desert heat we had experienced this week. 

“Hi, Charlie.” Amy said. She turned her face up to the AC. “Hot flash? Me too.” 

I shook my head. “No, I’m way past those. I’m not acclimated yet to the heat.” 

She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. “I guess you are older than I am.” I nodded as I wondered why Amy was talking to me about her hot flashes. 

“I noticed Matt back in bedding. Nice he’s visiting, huh?” Amy continued. 

“It is. A surprise too.” 

“Nice. Nice.” A moment later she said, “So, um, Charlie, I know you do some private investigating here and there, right?” 

Ah, now I get it. 

“Yes, now and then,” I replied as the cool air dried my damp neck.

Amy glanced around, probably looking for her husband Steve. “Well, I don’t know how much you charge or anything, but I need you to do some investigating for me.” 

The private eye stuff was a thing for Mabel and me for a while, but we both got too busy with our actual jobs. Plus, it was kind of boring. Mostly we were following husbands or wives around to see if they were cheating on each other. That, or people who lost their pets or their belongings seemed to think I had a sixth sense since I’d found a few things in the past. 

“Amy, what do you want?” I said with a hint of impatience. “Just spit it out.” 

“I want you to follow Steve,” she whispered. Amy glanced past me nervously. “He’s in the back. I don’t know what’s going on with him, Charlie. He’s been acting weird, going out at night, not telling me what he’s doing. He was pretty nervous at the fundraiser last night.” She paused and tears spilled down her bright pink cheeks. “We don’t have a great marriage, Charlie, and we’re dying running this store. We owe everyone and will probably lose it. I think Steve is cheating and his girlfriend must’ve been at Harmony’s last night because he hardly said two words to me all night and—” 

I put my hand up. “Amy, it’s okay. I’ll help you.” 

Amy dried her eyes on her work apron. “I’m sorry to get so upset. Thank you, Charlie.” 

I told her I would start on the Follow Steve job tomorrow. Matt was fluffing a pillow when I found him. “How long does it take to pick out a pillow?” I asked, picking up a king-size organic pillow made of bamboo, and then put it back when I saw the exorbitant price. “I don’t need it that bad.” 

Matt sighed as he held two pillows, weighing them in each hand. “It takes a bit. The one on the bed now is too flat.” He put the pillows back and picked up another to examine. “What’s up with Amy? I saw her talking to you. Did you make her cry?” 

“Funny. I’ll tell ya later. Let’s go. I’m hot. Let’s take the dogs to the beach.” 

Matt rolled his eyes. “Really? Do I have to go?” 

“Yes.” 

“Fine.” Matt ran his hand over the pillow he held. “This one speaks to me.” 

I snorted and walked to the register to pay for his pillow. Steve rung us up. I hoped he wasn’t guilty of what Amy was thinking. 

The dogs love the beach. Except Ethel, who thinks she’s too good for the beach, or sand, or water. She watches the dogs roll around in the sand and run from the surf. Even little Edward gets in on it until he gets left behind and trots his tiny stick legs over to join Ethel. After a half hour of Matt throwing the ball while I relaxed in a beach chair and whined about how hot it was, I yelled to him it was time to go. Matt complained about my dogs and how I treated them better than my human children but I could see he loved them. 

Mabel texted me several times, saying Dan had missed their appointment and she couldn’t get a hold of him. She was mad naturally. Ryan texted. The house wasn’t what they were looking for. I didn’t want to ask about the proposal in case Sofia saw his phone. It was killing me not knowing what was going on. 

Matt collapsed in the sand. “Man, Xena is fast and loves the ball. Hates the water, though.” He put on his sneakers as I loaded my mutts into the back of the Jeep. Once home, the exhausted dogs sprawled out wherever they wanted, and Matt went to the cottage to snooze before we went to dinner. Ryan’s reply to my dinner at Mabel’s tonight text was a thumbs up. I got myself a glass of ice water and turned on the TV. 

“Mom, wake up. It’s almost time to leave for Mabel’s.” Matt shook my shoulder gently. 

I rubbed my eyes and flipped the footrest down. “Wow, I took a nap.” I rarely napped and when I did, it was fitful. A quick shower and change of clothes woke me up. 

“All the dogs are going,” I announced. Matt groaned and complained there were too many, but got them in the car. Dinner was delicious—taco salad with garlic toast—and Gary made his famous bacon-wrapped jalapeño poppers. Mabel and Gary had always treated my boys like their own as they had no children. She supplied the vegan meat Ryan liked for his salad, and Gary made a vegan version of the poppers. For his birthday, Mabel bought Gary a game console to keep his brain sharp, so the men went off to play video games in the living room. My dogs played with Ginger and Spice, Mabel’s two Dachshunds. We adjourned to the patio with our wine glasses. 

The big dogs lazed in the grass as the little dogs ran circles around them. Xena nipped at Edward but didn’t get up from her spot to give chase. Ethel laid in my lap. 

“Well,” I said, stretching out on the chaise, “you did it again, Mabes. A lovely dinner. Thank you.” 

“You’re always welcome.” The sun disappeared across the horizon as we chatted about the renovation. I told them about Amy, and Sofia said she’d help since Mabel was so busy. Gary whistled for the dogs and they stampeded in. 

Mabel giggled. “Gary got them all dog ice cream.”

“They will love that.” I sighed, contented. Life was good today. 

Sofia cleared her throat. “Well, I’m a little disappointed neither of you noticed something different about me.” Mabel stood up and I swung my legs off the chaise. I studied Sofia and before I saw it, Mabel squealed and I thought my ears would bleed from the pitch. 

“You’re engaged! Chuck, look at her hand.” Mabel grabbed Sofia’s hand and stuck it in my face. 

I leaned back so I could see what I was looking at. Sofia wiggled her ring finger encircled by a diamond engagement ring. Mabel helped me to my feet so I could hug Sofia. “I’m sorry. How did we not notice this rock, Mabel? I’m so happy. When did he ask you?” 

Sofia gazed wistfully at the ring. “After we looked at the house today. He said he was trying to plan something, but just couldn’t wait. He was afraid I’d say no.” 

“That’s so sweet,” Mabel sniffled. “I don’t know how we missed the ring this entire night.” 

Sofia laughed. “I only put it on when we came out here. I wasn’t sure how to announce it.” 

We fawned over her ring. The dogs came out afraid they were missing something, and I had to laugh at Ethel, ice cream covering her furry chin. 

“More wine to celebrate. Where’s my engaged son?” I called out. Ryan beamed as he came in for his hug. 

“We have to have a toast!” Gary yelled. He ran inside, and a minute later was back with a bottle of champagne and some plastic glasses. “Harmony gave me a bottle last night.” 

After the toast, I helped Mabel clean up the patio. It was getting late and there was work the next morning. As we headed out, I got a text from my friend Stella. She sometimes texted to get toddler-rearing advice. Since her mother died we’d become close. Her husband was our local police officer and had just been promoted to investigator. “Mabel, I just now got a text from Stella.” 

“Now? Is it something with the baby?” Mabel asked worriedly. “No.” I showed her the text. “She said Dan Masters is dead.” 
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