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      There were forty-seven people at my funeral. Forty-seven people who arrived at the Catholic Church of St. Monica on Midway Road dressed as one might have dressed for a funeral decades ago: suits and ties on the men and dresses and hats with netting on the women. Between the sixties architecture of the church and the attire of the attendees, most people would think they’d stumbled onto a film set. Me? I was right at home despite not knowing a single person there.

      I learned of my untimely death from an overzealous local newscaster who learned of it from a junior editor at the newspaper (read: intern), who learned of it from a Post-it left on his monitor by a more seasoned reporter who delegated things like death notices of once-famous celebrities—and no, that’s not me. I’m an interior decorator who specializes in mid-century design. The celebrity in question was a ninety-five-year-old jazz singer who embarked on a solo career in the mid-fifties and made a name for herself after marrying her power-hungry manager.

      We had one thing in common: our name, or most of it, at least.

      Addison Nigh, deceased.

      Madison Night, very much alive.

      I hadn’t planned to attend the viewing of the jazz singer who almost shared my name, but my afternoon appointment was a no-show, and I found myself in the area—not exactly a coincidence considering the design district where I spent my morning was eight miles south. Still, it’s not every day you get to attend your funeral and live to talk about it, so here I was, morbid curiosity and all.

      I sat in the church parking lot in my powder blue Alfa Romeo and watched as the small crowd migrated inside. To me, the church was a marvel of architecture: a cylindrical building of stained glass framed out with a square of concrete. It was as if someone wanted to protect the church within the concrete, as if only those who entered could see the beauty inside. The white structure was defined by a horizontal roof line, fluid, concave waves across the façade, explosive cobalt blue stained-glass windows, and a modern, freestanding white sculpture that contained bells and was topped with a simple minimalist cross. I could spend days wandering the property examining the design details. I’d driven past the church before and had always wondered about the architect. I’d never before had so convenient an excuse to idle here.

      I picked up the newspaper that sat on my passenger seat. It was open to the obituary page. And there was my life story. Madison Night, decorator and amateur sleuth, dies at age fifty-one. My life, summarized in one snazzy headline. And then there was the article.

      Madison Night, one of Dallas’s up-and-coming interior decorators, died on September twenty-fourth. She was fifty-one.

      Madison grew up in a suburb of Pennsylvania and made Dallas her home in her forties. Her design firm, Mad for Mod, specialized in mid-century modern architecture, a niche market to which she remained dedicated. When she inherited Sweet Dreams pajama factory, she applied for a historical designation and protected the sewing stations by converting the interior into a shared workspace. It is among the more unique properties in downtown Dallas.

      Gerry Rose, founder of the Design in Dallas Initiative (DIDI), said of Night, “She had a unique point of view. She could have easily had a successful career working for a more established firm, but she was committed to her aesthetic. There’s a narrow but loyal market for mid-century design in Dallas, and Night owned that market.” I scanned the rest of the obituary until I got to the last line.

      Ms. Night leaves behind no surviving family.

      I set the newspaper down.

      The junior editor at the paper had been tasked with the job of writing an obituary for a local celebrity, but that local celebrity wasn’t me.

      Once upon a time, Addison Nigh was an in-demand jazz singer, famous for her sultry song styling. She drew dinnertime crowds to hot spots that no longer existed and married her manager, Martin Snyder, eventually falling into obscurity when her looks started to fade. A more seasoned reporter might have recognized her name, but Jimmy Nussbaum, the junior editor on loan from the local high school, did not.

      It didn’t help that her name had been preceded by an “M” on the Post-it: “M Addison Nigh?” which was intended to indicate Ms. or Mrs. but only confused the search engine Jimmy used to find Addison’s life story. He found mine instead, an article about a design competition I’d won two years ago, and called the head of the judging committee for a quote that he inserted into the summary of my life he’d crafted. He submitted the story in time to get back to high school for eighth-period French.

      The obituary made the morning edition. The Dallas Morning News picked up the obit and reprinted it, as did the Dallas Observer, the Fort Worth Star Telegram, the Houston Chronicle, and the Austin American Statesman. By the time the error was caught, the flowers had already started arriving. It was a shame. I would have preferred donations be made in my name to Doris Day’s Animal Foundation.

      I didn’t bother reading the rest of the obituary. I’d had the newspaper in my possession for three days now and I never made it past Gerry Rose’s quote. The title indicated young Jimmy had also found out about the various murder cases I’d helped solve, and having lived through them, I didn’t need to read the CliffsNotes version. But I couldn’t help but wonder what might have happened if he’d called the police captain instead of the head of the DIDI. I’d been dating Captain Tex Allen for over a year, and while his intel would have been more accurate, his quote probably wouldn’t have been fit to print.

      The sun filtered through the leaves of the trees surrounding the Catholic church, and the interior of my car grew warm. I watched an older man with a cane slowly make his way toward the church entrance. He was head and shoulders shorter than the people who trailed behind him, but something about his presence suggested importance. He wore a black suit with a white carnation on the lapel. A black fedora rested on his head. He favored his left leg as he walked, though his posture was otherwise erect. When he reached the doors to the church, he waited for one of the men behind him to open the door and make way for his entrance.

      Proving my stop-off at the Church of St. Monica’s on the day of Addison’s viewing wasn’t a spontaneous thing, I’d dressed in a black vintage dress from the estate of Louise Pledge. She was the organ player for her church for thirty-seven years, and her wardrobe reflected her religious dedication. Today’s dress was simple and elegant with a scooped neckline, capped sleeves, and a nipped-in waist above full folds of black fabric. Tiny moth holes had been present on the left side of the skirt, but a talented reweaver had been able to repair the damage. My premeditation didn’t stop there. I changed out of my regular choice of Keds into a pair of low-heeled black pumps that I’d tucked behind my seat when I got into the car this morning. It was rare that I spent more than an hour or two in real shoes thanks to a torn ACL and chronic swelling and pain in my knee, but today, the sacrifice seemed worth it. I’d even left my dog, Rocky, a peppy Shih Tzu who never met a pair of ankles he didn’t want to sniff, at home for the day.

      I slipped on a pair of white cotton gloves in the car and grabbed my clutch handbag. My hands were still recovering from using chemicals to strip the paint off an original maple Broyhill Brasilia bedroom set that an ill-advised previous owner had painted blue. The gloves may attract attention, but they were nothing compared to what people might think if they saw my torn-up skin.

      I followed the man to the entrance and slipped inside the church. I felt like Tom Sawyer, sneaking into my own funeral, although the attendees were all strangers. This wasn’t about me and I knew it, but I couldn’t shake the sense that in some way, it was.

      The church was as beautiful on the inside as the out and I sat in a pew toward the back and admired the wooden canework by the altar for a moment, then turned my attention to the event at hand.

      A mahogany casket lined in teal velvet sat at the front of the church next to a wreath of blood-red roses. A simple black ribbon decorated the wreath. One by one, people approached the open casket and paid their respects while a small grouping of men stood to the left of the altar talking in hushed tones. Of the forty-seven people, there appeared to be an equal divide between men and women. They remained separate as if this were a Sadie Hawkins dance of the macabre.

      A hand touched my shoulder from behind, and I flinched. I looked up and saw a man in a dove gray suit and a nondescript tie. “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he said. “I’m the funeral director. The family thanks you for coming. There’s no service with the viewing, so feel free to pay your respects at any time. The church has suspended services for the rest of the day.”

      “I didn’t know her,” I said, but then realized any attempt to explain why I was here would sound thin. “I’m fine back here. I don’t want to disrupt the family.”

      “They’d appreciate knowing a fan came to pay respects,” he said. He stepped back and held his arm out, his hand open, gesturing along the red carpet that ran down the center aisle of the church. “There’s no rush, but please, don’t be shy.”

      I nodded and then slid out of the pew and made my way toward the casket.

      Death didn’t make me nervous. Some might say I had a healthier relationship with it than most. But as I advanced toward the casket, I felt conspicuous. I didn’t know these people; I didn’t know this woman. My business profited from death, from acquiring the estates of people of a certain age and giving their belongings new life through clients who wanted authentic mid-century designs, not reproductions, but my presence today had nothing to do with business. I was here for purely selfish reasons, and they began and ended with the fact that for the briefest moment, I’d taken this woman’s place in the obituaries. It would have been silly if the event weren’t shrouded in sadness.

      Walking past pews of nattily dressed men and women, I stopped by the casket and peered inside. Addison was dressed in red, her signature color, which contrasted starkly with the teal velvet lining of the casket. Her hair was dyed an unnatural honey blond to mimic the shade it had been at the height of her career, and her lipstick matched her crimson dress. Whoever had instructed the mortuary on her appearance had done her a disservice. They’d not acknowledged that she’d aged gracefully but tried instead to cement her in time to a bygone era. Yet despite the makeup, the honey-blond hair, the garish colors of the dress, and the lining of the casket, something about Addison Nigh spoke to me. I didn’t know her, didn’t know anything about her, but as I stood there, I felt a kinship. I reached out and put my hand on her hand and rested it while an unexpected stream of tears spilled down my cheek.

      I swiped at the tears and glanced around. The men who stood to the side of the casket were watching me. My knee throbbed from standing in heels. I smiled and then turned away. I didn’t belong here. I hurried down the bright red carpet, out of the church, into the sunlight. I paused when I was outside to catch the breath I didn’t know I needed. The doors to the church opened, and the short man with the carnation in his lapel hobbled toward me.

      “Excuse me,” he said. “I couldn’t help but notice how you responded to the sight of Sunny.”

      “Sunny?” I asked.

      “That’s the name she went by. Addison was a stage name assigned by her manager. I’m surprised you didn’t know that.” He rested his weight on his cane and studied me for a long, awkward moment. “May I ask how you knew her?”

      “I don’t. I didn’t.”

      “You’re a fan?”

      I shook my head, and then added, “I might be, but I’m not familiar with her music.”

      “Then why are you here?” he demanded, his voice growing louder. The church doors opened and a younger man and woman, probably closer to my age, exited and came toward us.

      “There was a mistake,” I said to the older gentleman. “I’m—she’s—I should go.” I turned to leave, but the man put his cane out to block my way.

      “Who are you?”

      “I’m nobody.”

      “Your name, ma’am?”

      “Madison,” I said. “I’m Madison Night.”

      And while my name should have served as an introduction, in this case, it did something worse. Upon hearing it, the man clutched at his chest and stumbled backward. He reached out for something to stabilize him and I stretched my arm out too late. He collapsed on the sidewalk, his cane falling to the ground a few feet away.
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      The younger man pushed me out of the way. “Stay back,” he instructed. He pulled a small vial out of his inside suit jacket pocket, shook out a white cube, and inserted it into the man’s mouth. The woman straightened the older man’s legs and propped them up on her thighs.

      “What did you say to him?” the younger man demanded. He shrugged out of his jacket and rolled it into a makeshift pillow that he placed under the older man’s head.

      “Nothing,” I said, looking down at the two of them. “He asked who I was.”

      The man raised his eyebrows in question. It was the question of the hour, and there was no point evading it. “I’m Madison Night.”

      “You’re the decorator,” the woman correctly stated. I nodded. At the man’s confusion, she explained. “The obituary mix-up, remember?” She pointed at me. “They printed this woman’s life story in the newspaper instead of Mom’s.”

      Mom’s. Addison Nigh was their mother.

      The man looked from her face to mine. “You came to your own funeral?”

      It felt strange to stand there, staring down at the three of them in various positions on the sidewalk, but there wasn’t much else for me to do. “I’m sorry for coming here today. I shouldn’t have. It was curiosity, nothing more. When he asked my name…” I looked at the man. His eyes fluttered open and then closed again. “…when he heard my name, he—he looked like he was having a heart attack.”

      The woman stood. “He suffers from low blood sugar. The heat, and the funeral, and then you—I’m sure it wasn’t intentional, but it was too much.” She held out her hand. “I’m Renee. This is Punch.”

      “It’s nice to meet you both,” I said politely. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      I’d been preoccupied with the older man, first through conversation and then through crisis, and hadn’t paid much attention to Renee or Punch, but as time seemed to slow down around us, I assessed them. Renee had sleek, smooth brown hair, pulled back in a French twist, dark, arched eyebrows and red lips. A red heart tattoo peeked out from under the short sleeve of her black dress. She had a forties throwback style that could easily fit in at one of the many rockabilly concerts in Deep Ellum.

      Punch had straight blond hair, parted on the side and longish in the back. His suit was navy blue, with rounded shoulders and narrow lapels. The three of us probably looked either like we were attending a costume party or had been transported here via time warp. I was often the only person in the group dressed in head-to-toe vintage, but amongst these two, I blended in.

      I shook Renee’s hand then Punch’s, though Punch seemed less enthused by the formal introduction.

      At our feet, the older man stirred. He put his hand out as if he needed to feel his surroundings before understanding where he was. Punch reached for the older man’s hand. “You’re okay. Your blood sugar dropped.”

      “And you left me on the ground? What is it with you people?” He swatted Punch’s hand away. “Get me onto that bench.” He rolled onto his side and then pushed himself up to a standing position. I lifted his cane and held it out to him, and he appeared to register that I was somehow responsible for his fall. He took his cane and then pointed the end at me. “You,” he said. “Sit with me. You two,” he moved his cane and pointed at Renee and Punch, “go back inside.”

      “But—” Punch protested.

      “I’m fine. I can tell you jammed one of those sugar cubes into my mouth. It wouldn’t kill you to carry candy bars instead.”

      I stifled a smile. The man may be in his nineties, but he was no pushover.

      Renee guided the older man to the bench while Punch picked his jacket up off the ground and shook it out, radiating annoyance at the situation. Impulsively, I put my hand on his forearm. “I am sorry,” I said. “For causing the stir. My afternoon is clear, and I’d enjoy the opportunity to talk to him.”

      “I see right through you,” he said, “and it won’t work. It doesn’t matter how much you paid for your vintage funeral outfit. You’re not his type.” He turned around and stormed away.

      I watched a spot on the back of Punch’s jacket until he (and his jacket) disappeared back inside the church. Both Renee and the older man remained outside. Renee stood behind the elderly man. Like me, she stared at the church doors where Punch had entered.

      “I’m fine,” the man said. “Go back inside with Punch.”

      “I’ll check on you in a few minutes.” She glanced at me again and then left.

      I lowered myself onto the bench. My bad knee throbbed, and I welcomed the opportunity to sit. The hem of my skirt kicked up and revealed the scar that ran across my kneecap from more than one operation. I smoothed the fabric with my gloved hand and then folded my fingers together in my lap.

      “Your kids are protective of you,” I said.

      “Those two? They’re not my kids. They’re Sunny’s.”

      “How were you related to her?”

      “I wasn’t. We played together back in the day. I came to show my respect.”

      “I didn’t mean to startle you when I told you my name,” I said.

      He waved my apology off. “Low blood sugar and heat, that’s all. I don’t even think of her as Addison. She was Sunny to me. She always shined bright, like the sun.” He pointed at my knee. “What happened there?”

      “Skiing accident. Torn ACL. There’ve been a couple of reinjuries since then, but that’s where it started.”

      “Sunny had a similar scar,” he said. “Car crash. She wanted to be a dancer, but the accident changed the direction of her life.”

      I pointed to his cane. “What about you?”

      “Shot at a jazz club back in fifty-five,” he said. “Jazz isn’t for sissies.”

      Despite the awkward circumstances that led to my presence at the memorial, talking to this man put me at ease. “I never caught your name,” I said.

      “Jack Folly.”

      “You played with Addison—I mean, Sunny?”

      “I usually played piano, but I could do whatever we needed. Sometimes it was upright bass. Sometimes it was the saxophone. One time on drums.”

      “That’s unusual, isn’t it? I thought most musicians play one instrument.”

      Jack shook his head. Our conversation had turned from Addison’s death to Jack’s life, and the shift appeared to have brought him some relief from the somber atmosphere.

      “I was classically trained. My parents saw something in me and wanted to make sure I had every opportunity, so they sent me to instructors to teach me the fundamentals of any instrument I could get my hands on. Made me more valuable for my range than for my expertise on any one of them.” He turned his head toward the church and jutted his chin at the doors. “I met Sunny when her manager brought me in to give her music lessons. She had natural talent but nerves kept her from embracing her abilities. We worked together so much at the start of her career that the only way she would take the stage was if I were up there with her, so I became an honorary member of the backup band.”

      “You must have been friends in addition to colleagues.”

      “Used to be. She was a heck of a broad.”

      “And her kids? You seem to have a relationship with them.”

      “To those kids, I’m a commodity. The last living link to their mother’s life in jazz.”

      “But the way they looked out for you, it seemed protective. Punch carried those sugar cubes, and Renee said she’d come back to check on you.”

      “You ask a lot of questions, you know that?” Jack was silent for a moment, and we sat side by side, with the breeze sending a diverting temperature drop our way. “Sunny’s son thinks you’re a gold digger.” Jack’s eyes sparkled at the thought, and a hint of the charming man he must have been in his prime was apparent. “Are you?”

      It wasn’t lost on me that Jack had changed the subject. “I’m a decorator,” I offered, “but that’s not why I’m here.”

      “Why are you here? I don’t believe you ever answered that question.”

      I shrugged. “Curiosity, I suppose. The newspapers told the city of Dallas that my services were being held at the Church of St. Monica. I didn’t plan to show up. My afternoon appointment canceled on me and I found myself in the area with a block of free time.”

      “You don’t find that suspicious?”

      “I don’t follow.”

      “Your client canceled because she thought you were dead.”

      “No,” I said, and then cocked my head to the side. That wasn’t possible, was it? “No,” I said again. “The paper printed a correction the next day.”

      “Sunny’s kids called seven different papers to get the error corrected and the result was them running Sunny’s obituary two days later than expected.” He gestured toward the church. “They pushed her public memorial to next week because of the mix-up. Today’s viewing is for family.”

      “After the mix-up with the obituaries, I read a little bit about Sunny. About her life.”

      He looked bemused. “You want to know about Sunny? You won’t find anything real in those articles. She was a private person who was forced to live a portion of her life in public. It almost killed her back then. It’s why she quit the business.”

      “And you? When did you retire?”

      Jack eyed me sideways. “There’s plenty of work out there for a guy like me, and I worked until my seventies.”

      I could have sat on that bench outside the church talking to Jack for hours, but the doors of the church opened, and a throng of people spilled out. Both Punch and Renee were among them, along with younger children and older couples. A man in a charcoal gray suit slid a door stopper under the heavy church doors to keep them open, and a priest in black robes followed the crowd and mingled with them by the striking stained glass windows.

      It was a nice day to sit outside on a park bench: a slight breeze tossed the remaining leaves on the branches overhead and the humidity was at a minimum. October in Dallas was one of my favorite months. The average temperatures hung in the seventies, warm enough to feel comfortable and cool enough to signal change was in the air. Most people loved spring for the newness, but to me, autumn was the season that brought about movement. Falling leaves, crisper temperatures, and the scent of the air shifting from backyard barbecue to homemade pie. This was Dallas, though, so both the barbecue and the pie were from caterers who specialized in bringing the taste of homemade to residents’ homes for a nominal fee.

      Punch pulled away from the crowd and approached us. “Jack, we need you with us.” He looked back and forth between our faces as if he still didn’t trust my intentions.

      Jack planted his cane on the sidewalk and leveraged his weight against it. He stood slowly. Punch put his hand under Jack’s arm and Jack shook him off. “Give a man his dignity in front of a lady,” he said. Punch stepped back, and his face colored.

      Jack turned to me and held out his free hand. I didn’t need the assistance, but I slipped my gloved hand in his all the same. After I stood, I converted our grip to a handshake.

      “Mr. Folly, it was a pleasure talking to you about Ms. Nigh. Thank you for sitting with me while I rested my knee.”

      “The pleasure was all mine,” he said. He kept ahold of my hand and leaned in closer. I bent down and turned my head so he could talk directly into my ear. “You sure you’re not a gold digger?”

      I smiled. “If I were, you’d be the first person I’d tell.”

      Jack reached into his pocket and pulled out a small ivory card. “If you change your mind, give me a call.” He squeezed my hand and then let go.
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      The next day, I woke at five thirty and went to the Gaston Swim Club to get in a morning workout. It was the closest thing I had to a routine. I swam for an hour and then showered and dressed in an ivory cotton day dress printed with red and blue dachshunds, blew my ashy blond hair dry and secured it in a low ponytail, tied on red Keds, and collected Rocky from the doggie room where he’d gotten his hour of exercise amongst other frolicking canines. After a little fuss over having to bid goodbye to his new friends, I drove us directly to my studio on Greenville Avenue.

      Mad for Mod, my mid-century modern-focused interior design firm, had expanded into a second location that was conveniently located next to the house where I lived, but since I couldn’t be in two places at once, I still met clients at the main storefront. My business had been hurt by a legal battle, closing temporarily. After reopening, my client roster had blossomed, but ever since the accidental obituary ran in the paper, things were wonky.

      Like the path from the front doors to my office that was lined with flower arrangements tagged with condolence cards. You would think people sending flowers at the notice of my death would send them somewhere other than my place of work!

      I picked up a fully grown and groomed olive topiary. The card read, “Deepest Sympathies. Sincerely, Mrs. Bonneville.” Mrs. Bonneville was a long-time tenant at the Turtle Creek Luxury Apartments in Highland Park. I’d first met her while exposing a counterfeiting scheme that involved an ex-boyfriend. I had no reason to keep in touch with Mrs. Bonneville after the case was solved, though truth be told, I had every reason to move on and try to forget what had happened. She must have read the paper and recognized my name.

      I tossed the card onto my desk and moved her olive tree to the floor. Another smaller arrangement of bouncing red and white carnations was by my feet. I checked the card. This one was from an FBI agent.

      I had lived a colorful life.

      I moved the flowers to the side to leave a path from the front door to the back and went out the rear exit. My one employee, Effie Jones, should have been around somewhere. I found her behind the building watering a row of potted ferns.

      “Hey, Boss,” she said. “They keep on coming.”

      “These were delivered today?”

      “Some today, some yesterday. Did you see the lemon tree from Connie’s nursery?”

      I turned around and glanced inside. “Connie knows I’m not dead. She sent a lemon tree?”

      “Her ex-husband did. Talk about out of the loop.”

      Connie and Ned Duncan were clients who once hired me to design them an atomic kitchen. A few years later, Connie learned that Ned, a band promoter, had been having an affair with his secretary, and she divorced him. She’d since bought a nursery, and I wondered if the tree her ex sent had been an excuse to interact with her via her business. I couldn’t fault her for taking his money, though she’d get some ribbing for profiting from my untimely death.

      “How did things go with the Ledbetters?” Effie asked. “Did we get the job?”

      “They were a no-show.”

      Effie’s brows drew together. “That’s funny. Linda called to confirm the appointment twice last week.”

      I remembered what Jack had said about why my clients had canceled. “Did you happen to follow up with her today?”

      “No. Should I have?”

      “Come with me.” I went back to my desk and found Linda Ledbetter’s number inside her client file. I made the call from my yellow donut phone, not the most practical of business tools, but it was functional, and every time I used it, I smiled. When the phone was answered by a familiar female voice, I greeted her. “Linda? This is Madison Night.” The other end of the call was silent. “Linda? Are you there?”

      “Who is this?” she asked in a shaky voice.

      “Linda, it’s Madison, your decorator.”

      “But you’re⁠—”

      “I assure you, I’m not dead. The newspaper mixed up facts on another person’s obituary. Do you have today’s morning edition?”

      “It’s in the recycling.”

      “I’ll wait here while you go check it.”

      I smiled at Effie, who leaned against the wall in the hallway. Effie was a millennial with a business degree, which put her in the top one percent of people her age. She was hard-working and had shown a desire to organize my business practices and learn about the furniture and design elements I used when doing a job. I’d once thought Mad for Mod would always be a one-woman operation, but I couldn’t deny that Effie brought something fresh to the table.

      On the other end of the phone, I heard rustling, and then a gasp. And then Linda picked up the phone. “Madison. I’m so sorry. I thought—we thought—you were dead. I can’t believe they did that to you.”

      “It was a simple mistake,” I said. “It’s been corrected.”

      “I can’t begin to imagine what you’re going through.”

      I chuckled. “Linda, I’m fine. It’s a blip of inconvenience.”

      “Did you contact the credit bureau?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Identity theft. Scammers read the obituaries and then try to establish credit in the names of the deceased. If someone thinks you’re dead, they might try to use your name to open an account.”

      “That never occurred to me.”

      “Do it sooner rather than later to be on the safe side.” She sighed. “I guess this puts us behind schedule.”

      “I’ll keep us on track. Let me get Effie to schedule a new meeting.”

      I covered the receiver and told Effie what had happened. “The Ledbetter job is a big one. Move other appointments if you need to but get her rescheduled.” I handed over the phone.

      Linda and Larry Ledbetter were forty-three-year-old hotel owners who planned to renew their vows and wanted me to coordinate the event. It wouldn’t be a simple backyard ceremony, either. They were self-made billionaires who’d eloped back when they were in their teens and lived week to week on the money pooled through hostess and valet work at a local hotel. They pinched their pennies and accumulated enough money to invest in a rental property, which paid off within the year. The Ledbetters agreed that if they’d lived this long on two meager salaries, they were willing to do it again, and they did, and after buying into several investments, they ventured out on their own. The Ledbetter Hotel fortune was as much due to savvy investing as it was to Hamburger Helper, their go-to meal in their frugal days.

      As they approached their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, they decided to mark the occasion in style: mid-century style. They purchased a 1955 ranch house and wanted it fully renovated, inside and out, for their vow renewal ceremony. It was a dream job, and it was mine for the taking.

      Linda had first learned of me through the man who’d given a quote for my obituary: Gerry Rose. He was a regular at the country club they’d joined and when Linda and Larry mentioned what they had in mind, he was quick to recommend me. I’d introduced him to the mother of his eighteen-month-old son, and either he felt like he owed me something or he believed in my talent as a designer. Considering the woman in question was former police officer-turned-business-owner bombshell Donna Nast, it could have gone either way.

      Of course, Nasty, as she’d come to be known, chose to raise the baby on her own and there was a forty-year age difference between them, but nothing in life is easy, right?

      While Effie flipped through my calendar and made notations on which appointments to juggle, I grabbed my cell phone and wallet and went to the front of the studio. I dropped into a black leather Forum chair. Designed by Robin Day from S. Hille & Co in 1964, the cushions were mounted to a chrome steel square-section tube and three sides of the chair were framed in rosewood. I’d acquired both the chair and the matching coffee table in landfill-worthy condition at a public auction, eighty dollars for the set. I put five hundred dollars in materials and seventy hours of work into the restoration, but the result was worth it.

      I pulled a credit card out of my wallet and called the number on the back. After clicking through several automated prompts, I eventually reached a person. I confirmed my name and credit card number and then launched into my reason for calling. “This may be a preemptive call. I was recently reported as deceased, but as you can tell, I’m not. I’m calling about my business account, and I want to make sure it isn’t affected while I clear up the confusion.”

      “That’s smart. Identity theft has been up this year. The first place thieves look is the obituaries. I’ll put an alert on your account and issue you a new card. You should receive it in one business day.”

      I repeated the process with each of my credit cards. Already, my low-level annoyance was creeping into anxiety. The last thing I needed while staring down a job of the Ledbetter magnitude was credit card fraud. My final call was to the credit bureau. The wait time was over an hour, but instead of hanging up, I inserted my earbuds and set my phone on the Forum chair, then grabbed a clean rag and a bottle of leather conditioner and worked my way through the showroom furniture.

      I conditioned all of the furniture and then went out back to look for Effie. I circled the block and found her collecting a fresh delivery of funeral flowers by the entrance. I held the door open for her when a white Nissan Altima careened to a stop out front of Mad for Mod. The driver was Punch Snyder, and he didn’t look happy.

      He got out of the car and waved a newspaper at me. “Was this your doing?” he asked.

      I pulled my
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