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Dedication




As ever, I dedicate this book to you, Mom. While you may not be here in body, you are always with me—in spirit and in my heart. If not for my life-long desire to make you proud, this book and those that came before would have never been written. 




Mom, you inspire me to be a better me—always have, always will. 




I love you. I miss you. Thank you.







Prologue




1970—The young driver whipped her newly waxed ’66 Silver Blue Ford, top-down, convertible Mustang into the Beverly Hills parking space, and abruptly stopped. A comfortable sixty-eight degrees Fahrenheit and a brilliant cerulean sky, accented with puffs of white clouds, framed the consummate Southern California autumn day.

In a rush and dressed in her outfit de rigueur of well-worn 501 button-fly Levi jeans, black Converse high-top sneakers, a tie-dyed cotton t-shirt, and a denim jacket, eighteen-year-old Eve Hollywell leapt from her vehicle. Gently closing the door, Eve kissed her palm and lightly planted it on the Mustang’s windshield, a car she’d named Sally after the 1966 Wilson Pickett hit. “Be right back, Sally girl,” she said, before sprinting toward the law offices of C.C. Hadley, Beeker, Saunders & White.

Eve bounded up two flights of five red brick steps each and rushed into the Spanish Revival building. Short on time, and her messenger job on the line—again—the documents she was picking up had to get back to the Hollywood VIP by no later than four p.m. A quick glance at her late father’s silver 1950 Hamilton Steeldon CLD wristwatch told her it was three-fifteen. With only forty-five minutes to make it across town during rush hour, she didn’t have a minute to spare.

Upon reaching the reception counter, Eve pushed her Walgreens aviator-styled sunglasses to the top of her head, nestling them into an abundance of platinum blonde shag-cut curls. She leaned against the counter and beamed a bright and winning smile down at the petite female clerk.

The clerk, dressed in navy pinstripe bell bottoms and a cream-colored turtleneck top, had her long, medium-brown braid draped lightly over one shoulder. The neat braid came out thick and tapered to a whispery point just past her smallish breast. With a small head and equally diminutive features, Eve likened the young woman to a mouse. Judi The Mouse, Eve silently mused as she suppressed a grin.

“Hi—” Eve peered at the clerk’s name badge, “Judi T.,” she said cheerfully.

“Hi?” Judi replied in a high-pitched voice. “Can I help you?”

“Yep. Yep. I’m from Hollywood Delivery? I’m picking up a package from here. From—” she quickly glanced at her palm, where she’d scribbled the name of the sender in black ballpoint, “Mr. White. Mr. White to Mr. Evans, and, going to Paramount?”

“Mmm.” Judi tilted her head. “Mr. Evans?”

“Yeah, y’know, Bob Evans?”

Judi tilted her head to the other side and doubtfully squinted.

“The Bob Evans?” Eve stressed as she nervously tapped the countertop, ultra-conscious of precious time flying by. “Head of Paramount Pictures?”

“Mm, uh, okay.” Judi shrugged. “Let me—” Bewildered, Judi pivoted to glance at the empty shelves on the back wall. “Hmmm. I don’t seem to see it,” she mumbled, then turned back to Eve and confessed, “I’m sorry. I’m just the intern. It’s kinda my first day.” Judi grimaced apologetically. “Saundra had a dentist appointment. That’s the real receptionist, so, I… I’m all by myself. She promised no one would come in,” she said with a scowl, “but, I’ll see if—”

Not wanting to take her impatience out on the mouse intern who seemed not much older than twelve, Eve clenched her teeth with frustration, stifling a powerful urge to roll her eyes. While quietly observing Judi search for the documents in what appeared to be slow motion, Eve tapped one foot incessantly, growing more anxious by the passing second.

“Maybe it’s—” Judi’s voice trailed as she squatted down behind the front desk to search underneath. Unable to see what the clerk was doing on the other side, it sounded to Eve as if an actual mouse were pawing through the contents below. 

“Oh, wait—” Judi said in a muffled tone from below. “No. Hmmm… Oh! I think… this might—?” A large manila envelope landed with a slap on the countertop as Judi stood up to face Eve. “This it?” she asked, pushing vintage cat-eye glasses higher on a modest nose, her small face filled with hope.

Eve grabbed the filled-to-capacity envelope and gave it a quick scan to verify it was the one she sought. “Yes!” Eve took the package and tucked it under one arm. “Thank, God! I just might make it.” She pivoted to exit the building.

“Wait!” Judi exclaimed, startled by her own voice.

Also surprised by the vocal volume coming from Judi The Mouse, Eve stopped mid-stride and whirled around.

“I… I’m so sorry, but—” Judi stammered. “You… I’ll… I think… I’m pretty sure you need to sign for it?”

Eve’s shoulders slumped. “Oh, right. Crap,” she muttered. “Right… right on.” Acute frustration threatened to burst through her patient facade. She snatched up a blue ink Bic pen and slapped the packet back onto the surface of the reception counter. “It’s just, y’know, I’m in a major rush. I gotta get downtown before—” Eve sucked her teeth. “Tsk. So… where do I sign?”

“Oh, right,” Judi replied. “Okay. Let me get the clipboard with the—”

Eve’s body stiffened as she thwarted the urge to get cross with the poor new desk mouse or lose her mind—or both. She took a deep breath, calmly exhaling as Judi retrieved the clipboard before meticulously logging Eve’s pickup.

“Sign right… there,” Judi said finally, pointing to the spot on the form as she handed the sign-out clipboard to Eve.

Eve grabbed the clipboard from Judi, scratched a signature onto the paper, and then slid it across the counter to the clerk. She scooped up the delivery, once again tucked it under an arm, and bolted toward the entryway. “Thanks!”




~ ~ ~




Eve charged through the lobby hoping to make her deadline and save her job. Blinded by the sun as she exited the lobby doors and out onto the entryway, she collided with full force into a man hurrying into the building.

“Oofta!” he exclaimed upon impact. Though the several stacked binders he carried were knocked from his arms to the landing, he managed to keep his footing and remain standing. Eve, however, tumbled to the ground, landing hard on one buttock. As she attempted to catch herself from falling, the large manila envelope she held flew from her grasp, landed on the brick walkway, and burst open, with its contents scattered across the entryway. Meanwhile, one of the man’s thick binders wantonly skidded over the bricks and down the first flight of stairs. Its binder rings opened, littering released reports and notes all about the steps.

The stranger immediately bent his lanky frame over to tend to Eve, ignoring his own binders. “I am so sorry!” he exclaimed. “I did not have time to… Are you all right?” he inquired with a strong foreign accent.

In slow motion, Eve rolled over onto her hands and knees and groaned. “No, no. It was my fault, but, shit,” she muttered. Still on all fours, she began retrieving the contents of the exploded package while attempting to shove loose papers into the hopelessly torn envelope. “I’m gonna for sures get fired now.”

“No, no… this is not possible,” he came back, his voice tinged with doubt. “Is it? It was, after all, an accident. Accidents happen. Here, let me—” He offered a hand to help her up from the ground. Taking the stranger’s hand, Eve was swiftly pulled to her feet, mere inches from his body. Though five foot nine, not counting two inches of curls, Eve had to lean back in order to catch the gaze of the man who towered over her. His pale blue eyes gleamed with delight as they met Eve’s sultry sable browns. Their eyes locked for several moments until a slight breeze fluttered, stirring the stranger’s notes into the air and farther away, disrupting their captivating moment.

“Oh, no!” Eve exclaimed with distress, reluctantly pulling her gaze from his.

Still clinging to her own documents with one hand, Eve and the stranger both lunged for his floating strays. Within a few hectic minutes, all were captured, though a little worse for wear.

“Gosh, I’m really sorry,” Eve apologized, handing over crumpled rescues to him.

“Nonsense. Like I said, it was an accident,” he answered with a warm smile, thoroughly smitten. “Oh,” he added while attempting to maneuver the sheets in order to offer her his hand. “I am Teodor.”

“Eve,” she responded, extending her free hand, but quickly withdrew it as Teodor began juggling the binders that once again threatened to unloose.

“Look, man, I’ve really gotta jet,” Eve began, pointing out the mess clutched in her hands. “I’ll see you around, eh? I might still make it—if I break every speed limit and hit every green.”

“Oh,” Teodor muttered, at a loss for words. “Do you…? Do you work here?” he asked.

“Me? Work at a law office?” Eve responded with a chuckle while attempting to organize the mess in her hands. “Nah. I just… I’m just a lowly messenger. You?”

“I am interning—for a film producer. In Hollywood. He left these behind… for his meeting. I am wondering… would you like to—” Teodor stammered, supremely conscious he might never see her again.

“Hey, uh—” Eve said hurriedly, oblivious to his clumsy overture. “Nice to meet you, man. Sorry about… y’know, everything, but, I’ve seriously gotta fly. These are, y’know, time-sensitive,” she added. “Ciao!”

“Ja, ja. Adjø… ciao,” Teodor mumbled as Eve sprinted to her car. Watching her speed away in her sexy convertible, his heart fluttered.




~ ~ ~




Minutes after the beginning of her shift, Eve strolled into the Hollywood Messenger office, a grungy hole in the wall on the north edge of Hollywood.

“Hey, Hollywell,” said Big Dave, the dispatcher. “Got a run for ya, babe, and… a message.” He waved a dispatch sheet and a light yellow message slip in the air with two fingers.

“What? A message? For me?” Eve scoffed. “No way.”

“For real. Some foreign dude—says to call him,” Big Dave added in a high-pitched, singsong voice.

Eve studied the burly, pony-tailed man wearing his trademark black leather vest over a white t-shirt, trying to figure out if he was playing with her, and glowered with disbelief.

He pulled the papers back, crossing his bulging, muscled arms. “What the fuck? You think I’m lyin’?”

Eve laughed. “No, but, c’mon, B.D., who’d call li’l ol’ me? Lemme see.” She reached for the slips of paper.

Big Dave pulled his hand back. “Nope. Say you’re sorry.”

“C’mon, B.D.,” Eve whined at the large, furry man.

“No. You hurt my feelings,” he said, pouting.

With a chuckle, Eve shook her head. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry.”

Big Dave’s eyes narrowed as his face expressed doubt.

“No, I’m really, really sorry,” Eve said contritely. “Thank you, B.D., for taking the message… and, for the run. I’m sorry I hurt your feelings, okay? Really. I swear.”

Big Dave turned his head away from Eve. “Mmmm… somehow it doesn’t feel super authentic.”

“Ugh. C’mon, man. I’m sorry. I reeeeeeally am so sorry. Cross my heart.” Eve waited for a beat. “So? May I please have my run and message now?”

Big Dave huffed. “Fine. Okay. Apology accepted. Here,” he replied, handing the papers to Eve. “Now, who is this foreign honey? Is he cute? Is he my type? Tell Papa everything.”

Eve glanced at the run—a pickup over in Century City—and the message from Teodor. Huh.

“Nah,” she replied. “He’s just some guy I ran into about a month ago at a pickup. And, I mean I ‘literally’ ran into him and ate the pavement. I had a giant bruise on my ass for two weeks!”

“Mmmm, hmmm,” Big Dave purred. “Cute? The guy, I mean, not the bruise.”

“Ha, you’re funny.” Eve chuckled sarcastically. “Yeah, actually. He was super cute.”

“Like?”

Eve sat against the edge of Big Dave’s 1940s grey metal desk. “Way tall. Mmm, six four… taller? Maybe?” She shrugged. “Thin, sandy-colored hair, wispy-like. Mmm… blue eyes, but light… frosty. Kinda like, y’know, like a… snow dog?”

“Huskies? Malamutes?”

Eve shrugged. “Yeah.” She cocked her head. “But, they were oddly warm, too. Huh. He had a friendly smile. Oh, and y’know, that sort of unshaven thing?”

“Mm, hm.”

“He had that going on. He looks like—” Eve pondered for a moment. “Kinda like a professor, but—” She shrugged. “Not sure. Said he was interning—for a producer.”

“Sounds yummy. And, oh, Daddy—that accent. Delish! Where’s that from?” Big Dave asked.

“Mmm—” Eve tried to remember how Teodor sounded. “Sweden? Norway? Germany?” She thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Definitely European, but, other than that, I couldn’t say for sure.”

The instant the shop phone rang, Big Dave snatched the black receiver from its base and smiled. “Hollywood Delivery,” he said. “How may I deliver for you today?”

“Gotta go,” Eve whispered as she waved the dispatch sheet in the air. She blew Big Dave a kiss and turned to exit the office. She shoved Teodor’s message into the back pocket of her 501s and rushed out the door.




~ ~ ~




“You may kiss the bride,” Elvis said.

Teodor leaned down, cupping his new wife’s face in his hands, and kissed her lips. While returning her new husband’s kiss, Eve marveled at how tender was. 

At the same moment, she wondered if she did the right thing offering herself in marriage to give him easier access to the U.S. Though they’d only known each other for a short time—not quite three months—they’d become the best of friends. Soul mates. She loved him dearly, but she wasn’t in love with him. Much of the time, it seemed as if she’d made the right decision, but other times, it didn’t. Those times of doubt often felt stronger than the times of certainty, which always gave her pause.

More than anything, Eve fretted about how her mother, Evangeline—for whom Eve was named—would react to her news. What would upset Ev more? That Eve had gotten married without telling her, or that she and Teodor were joined in holy matrimony in Las Vegas by an Elvis impersonator? How to break the news to her mom loomed greatest. Though, once Evangeline met Teddy, Eve believed she’d be thrilled. That he was from Norway and working in the film industry would no doubt earn bonus points with Eve’s Hollywood-obsessed, full-Norwegian, mother. Still, it might take Ev a while to accept a quickie Las Vegas marriage, despite marrying Eve’s father there.

There was also her younger sister, Alice, to consider. Alice was still in high school and busy. Once Eve graduated high school and began working, they rarely saw one another; yet, they still managed to remain close. Alice and Teddy seemed to get along, but their meetings had been too few and far between for Eve to be sure. One thing Eve knew for certain, both her mother and sister were not going to appreciate having missed Eve’s wedding—immigration sham or not.

As Teodor pulled from Eve and smiled, his frosty blue eyes shining, she immediately dismissed all concerns to focus on the occasion. Because at that precise moment, only weeks before turning nineteen, she was the new Mrs. Teodor Aksel Ludvig Magnussen. If she were honest with herself, the whole thing was well beyond weird.




~ ~ ~




With her shoulder-length blonde curls still damp from her morning shower, Eve entered the tiny Hollywood kitchen and dropped her canvas bag on a 1950s chrome and yellow vinyl dining chair. Teodor sat at the matching yellow Formica and chrome table.

“I think… I might be a little nervous,” he declared, fiddling with his coffee mug. 

“Your interview?” Eve asked.

“Ja. I am meeting Ev’s big boss this afternoon.”

Eve walked over and lightly kissed her husband on a clean-shaven cheek. “You’re going to be great, Teddy. You are great, and he’s going to love you. I promise.” She dropped two slices of Wonder Bread into the toaster and plunged the lever to start the toasting process. “Thanks to Mom, he’s already seen your reel and portfolio. He wouldn’t have asked to interview you himself if he didn’t want you. You’re in, Teddy, and Mom promised, too. I swear on a stack of Oscar-winning scripts.”

“Okay, okay. I believe you,” Teodor responded with a loving smile. “What is your day today?”

“Y’know, I’m not sure,” Eve replied. “Thought I’d be on this film for a while, yet; but my boss said he’s assigning me to a new one. Some big-budget movie. Who knows? As long as I’m not running all over town as a messenger? I’m happy as hell, no matter where he puts me. Being a courier was kind of a shit job. More coffee?”

“Yes, please,” Teodor said. “Thank you, Evie. Well, I, for one, am happy for that shit job… so we could meet.”

Eve chuckled as she filled Teodor’s cup. “Ah, is that what we're calling it now—‘meeting'?”

“Well,” Teodor shrugged and smiled. “I did knock you off your feet.”

Eve rolled her eyes and laughed. “Oh, brother.” She quickly checked her wristwatch. “Oh, shit! How did it get so late? Teddy, I’ve gotta run, sweetie,” she said, popping the half-finished slices of toast from the toaster. “Break a leg today, and I’ll see you after work, okay? We’ll celebrate, yeah?”

“I hope so.”

“We will. No doubt.” Eve bent down and kissed Teodor’s cheek. “Bye, babe.” She clenched both pieces of toast between her teeth, grabbed her bag, lifted keys from a hook by the kitchen door, and rushed from the apartment.




~ ~ ~




“Please, please, Teddy—” Eve sobbed. “I’m so sorry, I… it just happened, and, I… I didn’t mean to—”

“But you did it, Evie,” Teodor said, sitting on the edge of their bed. “You decided to do it, and you… you cheated on me. For months! I love you so, so much, but you? You do not care. You are just my wife of convenience, ja? And, now? You… you have shattered my heart into a million little pieces.” His hands covered his face.

Eve leaned against the dresser, overwhelmed with discomfort. She wanted to go to him, to comfort him, seeing how devastated he was, but she couldn’t do it. “Teddy… Teddy, it… I mean, it just happened. I… I didn’t realize I was… that she—”

“Do not say it!” he responded with force. “She!” he scoffed. “It is tragedy enough you cheated on me, but, with her? A woman? And, now you… you want to leave me? Why? Why can you not… just… end it? Stop it now. Just stop it, and say… bad decision, then, we can… we can go back to… I will forgive you, Evie. I promise I will,” he pleaded. “Just leave her! Stay with me!”

“I… I can’t,” Eve breathed, “because, I… Teddy, I’m sorry, but, I love her. I’m in love with her, Teddy. I mean… I love you, I swear, I do. I wouldn’t have married you if I didn’t, but, I’m not in love with you—you know that. I’m just… I’m sorry.”

Eve’s blunt words cut Teodor to the quick, yanking him to the crux of their situation. He got off the bed and down on his knees, his body feeling twice its age, and pulled two suitcases from under their bed.

“What? Teddy, what are you doing?” Eve inquired.

“Do not worry,” he replied, his voice tinged with a quiet rage. “You do not have to leave me, Evie, because I am leaving you. I will go home.” He scoffed. “I cannot stay here—not without you. I will not stay with someone who does not—” he caught a sob as he placed the larger suitcase on the bed and opened it. “No, I will go. I am sorry I could not make you love me, though, I… tried.” Teodor began transferring clothing from the small clothes closet into his suitcase.

“Please, don’t, Teddy. You’re my best friend, my soul mate!” Eve pleaded.

“Best friend? Soul mate? That is what I am to you?” he spat. “I do not need a friend. Not one like you. I do not want a cheater for a soul mate. No. I am going home.”

“Don’t go, Teddy. You… Please,” Eve begged. “I… I… You stay. I’ll leave. Come on. Your job. It’s such a great job, and your career—it’s going so well now. Please don’t ruin it over—”

“I am not the responsible one!” Teodor shouted, his face reddened. “I did not cheat on you! I did not fall in love with someone else! If anyone has ruined my career, it is you!” Teodor stopped yelling and attempted to calm himself, taking a deep breath. “Please go now, Eve. I… I cannot see you now.”

“Teddy… I feel so… I’m so sorry. I don’t want you to—”

“GET. OUT!”

Eve jumped at the intensity of Teodor’s anger, which shocked her. She caused it—she knew that—but, she had no choice but to break up with him. Remaining with Teodor was hopeless because their whole marriage was a lie—it had been since the beginning.

For the first year, she had tried to love him as he deserved to be loved; but after Rose, she knew she could never sustain the lie. She was different now. Eve had sensed the possibility of her true nature for many years; but, until Rose entered her life, doubt remained. Now she was certain, and the longer she attempted to pretend with Teodor, the more devastated he’d be. No, she couldn’t bear hurting him any more than she had already. Tears spilled at the realization they were truly over.

“Do you want a… divorce?” she asked, her voice quivering.

Teodor stopped packing and stood up straight while keeping his focus on the near-filled bag. “I cannot think of that now. I just want to leave and go far away from this… you. When I figure out what, maybe I will tell you. But, for now? Please, if you would please, just go. Leave me. Let me go with some small amount of dignity. Please.”

Eve pushed her tears away and studied the man she married and had shared a bed with for eighteen months. She wanted to hug him and take everything back, but what would that accomplish? They’d only be right back where they were at that moment—sooner than later. Eve quietly observed Teodor pack his few belongings. It was clear she’d broken his heart, which made her own feel as if someone were squeezing the life from it. Perhaps that was her own heartbreaking as well. She grabbed her denim jacket from the bedpost.

“I’m sorry, Teddy,” Eve whispered as she turned and left.

Hours later, upon returning to the apartment, all traces of Teodor Aksel Magnussen were gone—except for the thin silver wedding band he’d left on the kitchen table.








1

Who's Teddy?







1998—Sole heiress to the vast Martín fortune, forty-three-year-old Mary-Mackenna Martín, known to her friends as Em, and professionally as Mackenna Martín, strolled easily into the sitting room of the Tuscan-styled 30-room Martín mansion where she was born and raised. Sitting atop ten acres in the exclusive and wealthy Los Angeles neighborhood of The Bel Air Estates, the estate enjoyed three hundred and sixty-degree views of the L.A. basin, and as far out as the Pacific Ocean island of Santa Catalina. 


Still in her light Celadon green silk pajamas, her long, loose-curled dark hair, with wisps of grey piled loosely atop her head, Em carried a full coffee mug in each hand. She had the Los Angeles Times tucked securely under one arm. “Here, babe,” she said to her partner, Eve, who lay sprawled on the sofa, reading Point of Origin by Patricia Cornwell. Em set one drink on the coffee table coaster. “How’s the book?” she asked.


Eve smiled. “I’m enjoying it so far. Only seventy pages in, though, so—”


“Got the Oscar noms right here,” Em said, snatching the thick morning edition from under her arm. “Hot off the press, though… more like straight from Malcom’s hot hands,” she added with a giggle, referring to their gate guard.


“Cool!” Eve replied, closing her book. She sat up and adjusted her cream-colored cotton caftan. “Thanks, honey,” she said, fluffing her short platinum and white curls back into shape, then propped her prescription readers on top of her head. Though three years older than Em, Eve continued to exude a youthful, girl-next-door, appearance. “I take it our boy is hanging out with Izzy today?” she asked, referring to Isabel Aldama, Em's cousin and semi-retired housekeeper.


“You know it!” Em laughed. “It’s baking day, and Liam’s been designated Izzy’s official frosting monitor. If we want the day to ourselves, she says he can hang with her.”


“Sure. I’m okay with that. Guess we’ll see him sometime around dinner, then.” Eve grinned.


“Ah, about that,” Em said. “I nearly forgot. Izzy and Liam have invited us for brunch.”


“Right now?”


“No, in a bit.”


“Okay, good. I’m kind of starving.” Eve reached for her coffee and then blew over the top of the mug to cool the steaming dark roast brew. “So?”


“So?” Em asked, puzzled. “So what?”


“You were on the phone with Dottie earlier.”


“I was,” Em replied with a smile.


“And, so?” Eve asked. “How is everyone? You said hi for me, right?”


“Mm, hm,” Em replied. “I did tell her. She and Prair send love, kisses, and hugs—as always.”


“Nice.” Eve gingerly sipped her drink. “Mmmm… excellent coffee, babe.”


“Thanks, honey,” Em answered as she dropped the hefty newspaper onto the coffee table and sat next to Eve. “And—” She took a quick sip of coffee. 


“And?” Eve asked.


Em raised an eyebrow and said in a mildly dramatic fashion, “I got the lowdown on the haps in Montana.”


“Ohhh,” Eve said. “Sounds mysterious. They heading back down to Palm Springs?”


Em smiled and shook her head. “Not yet. In a couple days—maybe more.”


“Oh?” Eve asked, concerned. “Is it Mike? Gosh, I hope not. He was doing so much better when we—”


“No,” Em interrupted. “He’s doing a lot better, but Prair’s enjoying being with her family so much that Dottie can’t bear to tear her away. Since her dad’s stroke, Prairie’s been so angsty about her dad and how her mom’s dealing with everything, so—”


“I can totally understand that,” Eve replied, nodding. “Even though Ev can drive me crazy sometimes—”


“Sometimes?” Em winked.


“Yes, sometimes,” Eve admitted, “but if something ever happened to her? I’d want to stay close.”


“Mm, hm,” Em replied. “Despite all your grumbling, I know you love your mom—far more than you care to admit.”


Eve frowned.


“You know I’m right.”


“Well, of course,” Eve said, matter-of-factly. “She’s my mom.” She took a contemplative sip of coffee, then sighed.


Em looked at Eve, puzzled. “What?”


“Oh,” Eve replied, “I was just thinking. Y’know.”


“About?”


“When we were all at Dot’s, and—” Eve smiled wistfully. “I don’t know… just how much I miss everyone. I loved us all being together every day. Obviously, I cherish being here with you and Liam, but—”


“I know what you mean,” Em concurred. “Me, too. It’s just about all I’ve thought about since we came back from Dottie’s. Seems as if we’re all on the same page—Dot and Prair, too. Even though they talk every single day, they really miss Liam. Especially Dottie.”


“She does love him like crazy,” Eve added.


“I know. So much it kills me sometimes,” Em added with a smile. “The way she chokes up a little when she talks about him? It’s so precious.”


“He loves her just as much.” Eve grinned.


“Kindred spirits.”


“Indeed,” Eve agreed. “So, anything else?”


“Mmmm.” Em pondered. “Let’s see… Ah, well, like I said, they plan on returning to Palm Springs around the end of the week or next. And... they got more snow yesterday, and… Oh, gosh, I almost forgot to tell you—Wave and Jilli left for Vegas yesterday.”


“The kids went to Vegas?”


“Remember?” Em prodded. “They were going to that restaurant and catering convention? They mentioned it before we left.”


“Right, right.”


“Apparently,” Em explained, “they begged Dot and Prairie to go with them, but Dot thought the kids could use the alone time. Those two haven’t had a minute to themselves since… well, practically since we left Palm Springs. Then, having to move Dot and Prairie’s wedding to Montana at the last minute and all—”


Eve nodded in agreement, then playfully cringed. “This is going to sound super terrible, I know, but… I’m almost glad Mike had a stroke.”


“What?” Em gasped with surprise. “You’re right, it does sound super terrible. Eve—” Em scowled.


Eve chuckled. “No, not… of course, I wouldn’t wish a stroke on anyone, especially Prairie’s dad. But, if not for his stroke, they wouldn’t have moved the wedding from here to up there. Right?”


Em nodded.


“Being up there… I don’t know. It ended up being such a lovely and intimate affair. I’m not entirely sure we could have pulled off that wedding vibe here.”


“I agree,” Em replied. “It was so… enchanting.”


“Exactly.”


“I mean,” Em sighed wistfully. “Everything was perfect. I’ve always loved Prairie’s family and Montana so that part was extra special for me. Being there and seeing them again after so many years… Yes. It was incredible. Beautiful.”


“Incredibly beautiful,” Eve said.


“Mm, hm. And, don’t forget the food,” Em groaned. “My goodness. Jane and Mike’s staff did an amazing job catering. Those desserts—”


“Yep.” Eve giggled as she patted her flat stomach. “Still battling these blasted five pounds.”


Em scoffed. “Oh, yes, because you’re huge.”


“Doesn’t feeling huge count?” Eve asked.


Em shrugged, then set her mug on the coffee table and reached for the newspaper. “You want first look, or shall I?”


“Me, me, me!” Eve exclaimed. “You went first last year, remember?”


Em smiled and handed the thick edition to Eve. “I don’t, but, have at it, my darling.”


Eve placed her mug on the coffee table. “Seems weird this year,” she commented while searching through the newspaper’s sections, her eyes squinting.


“Weird?” Em asked.


“Being retired and all. Our ritual of scouring through the nominations seems… different now.”


“Hmmm,” Em murmured, sipping coffee. “Given that neither of our projects have even the slightest chance of being nominated?” Em asked with a chuckle.


“Busted. Ah, here it is,” Eve replied with a grin as she extracted the entertainment section. “Okay, here we go.”


“Read ’em out loud, please?”


“Babe,” Eve whined. “Only if there’s something good. Let me give it a quick scan—see if there’s anyone we recognize. Then, I promise, it’s all yours.”


Em grinned as she shook her head with amusement. “Fine. I’ll wait.”


Eve pulled her reading glasses from the top of her head and situated them past the bridge of her nose before opening the section to the Academy Awards nominations. “Okie doke. Here goes.” She hastily scanned the categories. “Hmmm… hmmm… hmmm,” Eve murmured while searching for friends, former co-workers, and rivals. With a gasp, her eyes widened with surprise.


“What?” Em inquired.


“No way,” Eve mumbled, focusing on a particular entry. “I can’t… believe—”


“What?”


“Whoa! I am so blown away right now.” Eve continued staring at the page.


“Babe.”


“Wow,” Eve breathed.


Em’s brow furrowed with impatience. “You going to make me guess?”


“Wait, a sec.” Eve continued to peruse categories. She gasped again. “What? No way! No… What. The. Hell?”


“Evie! You’re killing me.”


“Oh. My. God!”


“Eve! For Pete’s sake! What are you going on ab—”


“I’m sorry, I… it’s—”


“It’s—?”


“I cannot believe it.” Eve dropped the paper into her lap as she scowled in disbelief. “I’m totally… blown away! He’s been nominated—for two Oscars! I… I’m speechless.”


“Who?” Em demanded.


“Teddy.”


“Teddy? Who’s—? Oh, for crying out loud… let me look,” Em scoffed as she leaned over and snatched the paper from Eve. “Teddy? Who’s Teddy?” She quickly scanned the list of nominations. “Where’s a Teddy? What are you… Oh, okay. Wait… are you talking about the Best Original Screenplay and a Teodor… Teodor Magnussen?” The instant she spoke Teodor’s surname, Em’s head snapped in Eve’s direction. “Wait a minute. Magnussen? Like… Eve Magnussen? You don’t mean—” Em gasped softly. “Nooooo… Teodor Magnussen is… That’s your Teddy?” Em asked, incredulous, while continuing to stare at the list.


“Yep,” Eve said, chagrined. “He’s my… husband… I mean, my ex-husband,” she quickly added.


“Best Director, too,” Em said.


“I know,” Eve breathed. “Wow. I’m… shocked.”


“I know this guy’s work,” Em said. “As I recall, he’s a talented filmmaker. I believe he’s been up before for… what was it? Best Foreign Film? Is that right?”


“Mm, hm. Twice.”


“Oh, okay. Twice.” Em paused for several beats. “So, let me make sure I’ve got this right,” Em said evenly, but clearly not pleased. “This guy… he’s Teddy. Your Teddy. Ex-husband Teddy?”


Eve gulped. “Mmm… yes. He’s my Teddy, though, of course he’s not mine, but, he… was? Kinda?”


“How on earth did I not get the connection?” Em asked, puzzled. “I’ve watched his work for years, but… all this time, I… I never realized. Wow. Seriously, Eve, how did I miss that? More importantly,” Em paused, turning her attention to Eve, “why didn’t you ever make that connection for me? Wasn’t he nominated two years ago? And, you never—” Em’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Eve with dismay.


Eve’s insides twitched. “I… I dunno. I… I suppose—” she shrugged. “It didn’t seem important? Or, I mean, relevant to… y’know, us—you and me. I mean—” She huffed. “I never think about him, Em. Ever. At least, almost never. He… he never came up in conversation. Not really, so—”


Em continued staring at Eve. “You were married to an acclaimed, Oscar-nominated—make that twice nominated—Norwegian filmmaker; and yet, you never considered it was important enough to tell me? What about when he was first nominated? Or the second time? Eve, I mean… what?” Em was incredulous.


Eve groaned. “I’m sorry, babe. It was truly a lifetime ago. It was like we—Teddy, and, I—never happened, y’know?”


“Hmmm.”


“You mad?” Eve asked, filled with trepidation as she searched Em’s face.


“No. Not… no.” Em shrugged one shoulder. “I suppose I’m… maybe I’m a little disappointed; but, I guess I know a thing or two about burying unpleasant history, so… I understand. I guess I do, anyway.” She stared at Eve, quizzically. “Are you pleased about this? Surprised? This would ordinarily be a pretty big deal, wouldn’t it?”


“Yeah, sure.” Eve nodded with a sheepish grin. “I’m… actually? I’m pretty thrilled for him. He… oh, man, he’s got to be so proud of himself. It’s what he’s always wanted—ever since he was little. Teddy—” She sighed with pride. “He always thought it would happen… someday.”


Though overjoyed for Teddy, knowing how proud and excited he must be, Eve made a point of tamping her own enthusiasm for Em’s sake. She wanted to call him right away to congratulate him but worried she might upset Em.


“We should see his movie before Oscars night,” Em suggested. “I’m interested in what got him the nod.” She perused the list of nominees again. “Oh. Hmm. Did you miss this? The film’s also up for Best Picture, and he’s one of the producers. Wow,” she exclaimed. “Heavy hitter you married, Evie,” Em teased.


Eve rolled her eyes. “Stop.”


Em giggled. “Okay. Now, I definitely want to check out your Teddy’s movie. If only to determine whether there’s more to cheer on than familial ties.”


“Stop,” Eve whined good-naturedly.


“Oh, all right. Jeez, you’re no fun.”


“Yes, I am,” Eve pouted.


Em laughed. “Yes, you’re a barrel of monkeys.” Em winked at Eve, then finished her coffee. “Shall we head over to Izzy’s for breakfast? She and Liam were planning special omelets and waffles for us when I left.”


“Oh, yum! Yeah, I could eat.”


Em sighed. “I think he likes The Aldamas better than us,” she said, smiling warmly.


Isabel and her husband Estevan Aldama had been a part of Em’s household since before Em could remember. Isabel took care of the interior of the mansion and Estevan was in charge of the expansive estate grounds, though both were semi-retired now and mostly delegated their duties to other staff members.


The couple and their family were distant cousins from both sides of the family, arriving in America when Em was a toddler. As such, she had always thought of the Aldamas as her immediate family. In her mind, the couple was more responsible for raising her than were her parents, who were often physically and emotionally absent while she was growing up. That her son felt at home with them as she had as a child pleased her greatly.


“Maybe not more,” Eve replied. “But he definitely digs being where the kitchen action is.”


“True. All that kid does when he’s with Izzy and Waverly is cook and bake,” Em said, smiling. “I’m going to go out on a limb here and say there’s a distinct chance our son could grow up to be a chef.”


“Hey, that works for me!” Eve exclaimed with a snicker. “Cooking and baking are not my thing.”


“Don’t I know it,” Em said with a snicker.


“Ouch. Hey, you think we should change out of our jammies first?” Eve inquired.


Em tilted her head as she contemplated. “Naw. Otherwise, we’ll be late.”


“Can’t have that,” Eve concurred. “Let’s go, then. I’m really starving now.”


As they stood, Eve drew Em to her and was immediately taken by the natural beauty of her lover’s face and eyes. The jagged scar running from Em’s eye down her jaw was imperceptible to all but those who knew it was there. It always provoked a tenderness in Eve. “I’m sorry, babe. If I… I should have told you about Teddy.”


Em tenderly kissed her lover’s full lips. “Mmmm—” she moaned. “It’s okay. As long as you’re mine, I don’t care who you used to be married to—even if it was to some hotshot foreign director.”


Eve pulled away from Em. “C’mon, lover. As delicious as you are—” Eve groaned with desire. “If we don’t leave this second, I’m afraid we’ll be super late for brunch,” she declared with a wink. “If you know what I mean.”


“Oh, I do, babe. I most certainly do,” Em replied, grinning mischievously.


“We wouldn’t want to insult the chefs.”


“Ah, so true.” Em said. “C’mon, bad girl,” she teased, taking Eve’s hand and leading her to the front door. “After brunch, we’ll have the entire day to ourselves. Shall we pick up where we left off upon our return?”


Eve smiled as they exited the house. “I insist!”
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Castle Doctrine







Passengers heading for the Coach section of the aircraft wrestled unwieldy carry-ons through the narrow walkway. With their attention focused beyond the curtains dividing the two sections, they filed past already seated First Class passengers as if they were invisible.


Settling herself in the window seat in First Class, and oblivious to the passing parade of strangers, Prairie connected her own seatbelt with a gratifying click. She asked Dot in the aisle seat, “Are you excited about going home?” She quickly raked her fingers through short spiked white hair sprinkled with reminders of her youthful, fire-red hair.


“Yes, and, no,” Dot responded, still hunting for elusive seatbelt ends. “Okay, here’s the buckle. Now, where the devil—?” she groused while continuing to probe for the other end.


“Why no?” Prairie asked, her blue eyes twinkling.


“Well, darlin’, we’ve been gone for over a month,” Dot replied. Frustrated, holding the buckle side of her seatbelt with one hand, she twisted in the seat to feel under her hip for the connecting end. “Where in tarnation is the stupid—? Ah! There!” Dot declared, tugging the other half of the belt from beneath her up over her lap, swiftly fastening the two ends together. She immediately yanked the belt end to snug it tighter, then wriggled her body down into the seat, seeking a more comfortable position. Smoothing out her deep blue Juicy Couture velour tracksuit, Dot reached back behind her neck to pull out a long, thick, single grey braid, draping it over her shoulder. She then removed tortoise-shell glasses from her face and began wiping the lenses on her jacket. “I fully expect all the plants to be dead,” she continued, “the pool to be green, and—”


“Yeah, yeah.” Prairie giggled. “C’mon, now. You know what I mean.”


Dot put her smudge-free glasses on, gazed at her new spouse, and beamed. “I’ll be happy as a tick on a deer’s ass to see my precious baby, Sweet Pea, though she may not be happy to see me. We’ve never been apart this long.” Dot frowned, then quickly smiled. “But, to get home and start a life with my gorgeous, hot new wife? Yup, that’s pretty damned happy,” Dot sighed, drinking Prairie in with her eyes. “Mmm… love that color on you,” she cooed, referring to Prairie’s light grey velour tracksuit. “Really accentuates your baby blue eyes. Though,” she whispered, “I’d like it much better in a pile on the bedroom floor—”


Prairie blushed. “Cut it out,” she said under her breath, leaning into Dot.


Dot smiled, then remembered. “Although—”


“Hm?”


Dot sighed. “You know.”


“Aw, I do.” Prairie took Dot’s hand and responded knowingly, “Not everyone’ll be there when we get back.”


Dot nodded. “The girls and Liam are back in Bel Air now. Wave and Jilli are down in Vegas. Not that I won’t love having you all to my lonesome,” she added. “But—”


“You know I’d never think that,” Prairie soothed. “Never in a million years. Honey, I get what you’re saying. Aside from the obvious negative—your accident—it did bring us all together under one roof in Palm Springs, and it was… a super special time.”


Dot smiled at Prairie. “We do have quite an extraordinary tribe, don’t we.”


“We really do,” Prairie agreed. “Not only that, but… you and I? We sure as hell wouldn’t be together, let alone married now, if all that hadn’t happened, so—we wouldn’t be us,” she said, tenderly.


“I know, but—” Dot fought back tears. “Sometimes, oh, I don’t know.”


“What, babe?”


“Sometimes, I wish—” Dot whispered.


“Good morning!” the amiable flight attendant interrupted as she leaned over Dot and Prairie. “Welcome to First Class,” she said with a bright, flashing smile. “May I get you ladies anything before we prepare for departure? Blankets? Pillows? Slippers? Champagne?”


“No, thank you,” Dot and Prairie spoke in unison.


“Well, if you ladies need anything throughout the flight, you just let me know. I’m all yours.”


“Thank you,” Prairie said, as Dot only nodded, still fighting back emotions.


Prairie lightly squeezed Dot’s hand and smiled tenderly. “What do you wish, honey?”


“Ah, I know it’s crazy, but wouldn’t it be nice if… if we could all live together all the time? Not sure why the idea of it appeals to me, but it does.” Dot paused to think. “Maybe,” she explained, “because… well, I never had all that growing up—a full house. Neither did Wave, for that matter—both of us being only children and all. It was just the three of us, and after… after we lost Ivey, it was just Wave and me.” Dot pressed her lips together. “But coming from such a large brood, I don’t expect you’d understand what that’s like.”


“You’re right,” Prairie agreed. “I can’t fully comprehend your experience. But, I still kinda do. Us all together, taking care of you, and… the… you know.” Prairie scanned their surroundings for eavesdroppers. “The weed?” she whispered. “Yeah, it was kinda similar to growing up in a big family like mine. I mean, except for the weed,” she giggled. “But, honestly?” she added. “What we had at your house was so much better. A million times better, in fact.”


“You think?” Dot asked.


“Heck, yeah,” Prairie replied. “Having lots of siblings has its wonderful moments. What I mean to say is, it’s sort of… wonderful. There are those memorable times—the ones we kids always wax fondly about when we all get together—but, most of the time? Not all of us got along, so—” Prairie snickered. Prairie snickered. “It wasn’t always roses, Dottie.” 


She continued. “If anything, it was more like The War of the Roses. I mean, there were seven fiercely competitive kids with different personalities living under one roof—in a fairly small house. Truthfully? Being siblings, you may love each other? But, there’s no guarantee you’re all going to like each other. But, all of us? You, me, the girls, Liam, Wave, Jilli? We all kind of just adopted each other, and, we love each other. I wish my sibs and I had gotten along half as well as all of us do. I think we’re kinda like… I don’t know… Oh! I know! We’re like a big incredible puzzle. Y’know, different shaped puzzle pieces that fit together—perfect—to make a magnificent picture.”


Smiling as she gazed at Prairie, Dot’s heart swelled with love. “I couldn’t have said it better myself, darlin’.” Dot kissed the back of Prairie’s hand. “Are you still okay leaving your mama and daddy?”


Prairie pursed her lips, reflecting. “Mmm… I think so. Do I wish we didn’t have to leave? Kinda, but, that’s how I feel every time I leave—since the very first time, eons ago. But, our home is together, and right now, that’s in Palm Springs.”


“Well,” Dot said, “you know we can visit them whenever, right? Whenever you want. Visit every month—or more. Whatever you want to do, darlin’.”


Prairie nodded as she peered into Dot’s chestnut brown eyes, her own eyes gleaming. “I do know that. I also know that I love you so much, sweetie. I’m just sorry we didn’t get to take that honeymoon in Italy the girls gave us.”


Dot smiled and squeezed Prairie’s hand. “We’ll get there in due time. I’m pretty sure Italy’s not going anywhere anytime soon. Anyway, no matter where we are, as long as I’m with you, I’m happy.”


“Prepare for takeoff,” the pilot’s voice voice crackled over the intercom as the flight attendant buckled herself in.


“Here we go,” Dot said. “Next stop, home sweet home.”







2.1


With their luggage piled haphazardly on the front porch landing, inconsolable, Dot sat on the front steps of her home and sobbed. Her body shuddered with overwhelming emotions. Too stunned to cry, Prairie held Dot close but was unable to soothe her devastated wife.


Prairie soothed, “We’ll… we’re gonna put it back together, babe, and, it’ll be—”


“No, no, no, no, no!” Dot wailed. “It’s ruined, Prairie. It’s all ruined. Everything. Every last piece of everything is ruined! It’ll never, ever be the same, and, and, and… Ivey!” she howled with unfettered despair.




~ ~ ~





Upon their return from Montana, the instant Dot and Prairie stepped through their ajar front door in Palm Springs, they met a horrific scene. Their home had been destroyed, with every piece of furniture, the fixtures, heirlooms, and whatever remained having been smashed or trashed. Each room was worse than the previous one. It was almost too terrible to take in fully and process; but, upon the discovery of Dot’s deceased partner’s smashed urn, and her ashes strewn all over the floor, Dot fell to her knees in complete despair. Howling with untethered anguish, she teetered on the brink of a full-blown panic attack.


While waiting for the police and after coaxing Dot back onto the front steps—the only place left to sit—Prairie quickly inspected the entire house, including Waverly’s casita, to get a full picture of the situation. It was an appalling crime scene, with not one item spared. Whatever the violators hadn’t smashed, slashed, broken, or stolen, had been soaked in some type of corrosive substance—acid, perhaps. 


Rugs, floors, and, bedding, anything left behind was annihilated beyond resurrection. The entire inventory in the wine cellar was also gone, and the rest of the space was trashed beyond recognition. It broke Prairie’s heart knowing how much work she and the girls had put into transforming Dot’s designer marijuana grow room into an exclusive and high-end wine cellar.


Dispirited, she trudged back across the property from Waverly’s casita to tend to Dot. Despite all the unspeakable damage, she noticed all the windows in both homes had survived intact. Noise from breaking them would have undoubtedly brought unwanted attention, she surmised. Still, the home she planned to share with her new wife for the rest of their lives was unrecognizable, uninhabitable, and far beyond salvage. It was gone.
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Where are you now?” Em asked, perched on the edge of the sofa with the portable phone on speaker mode.


Curled into a fetal position on the sofa, wearing a white terry cloth resort robe, Prairie cradled the phone’s white handset between a throw pillow and her ear. “We got a suite at The Merv Griffin Resort,” she answered.


“Oooh,” Em cooed. “That’s a 5-star resort. I’ve been there—it’s posh.”


“It is pretty fancy,” Prairie wearily replied. “Given the circumstances, I figured we deserved the best.”


“Aw… tsk,” Em said as she made a mental note to pay Dot and Prairie’s hotel tab even though she knew they could afford it. She wanted to do more for them but knew she’d get pushback if she did. “So,” she inquired tenderly, “how’re you two holding up?”


Prairie sighed. “I just got out of a steaming hot shower—had to scrub all the evil off me.”


“Dottie?” Em asked.


“Asleep. Well, it’s more like she’s knocked out than actually sleeping.” Prairie sighed heavily. “Emmy… Dottie was in the middle of an epic meltdown by the time the police showed up. It was bad—worse than I’ve ever experienced. Because we’d been flying, her ‘medicine’ wasn’t readily accessible. Especially with the cops crawling all over the place. Our cars were stolen, so I couldn’t just run over to the storage and get some, either.” She groaned. “It was wholly fucked up.”


“Oh, no,” Em breathed.


“Yeah,” Prairie said. “The cops called the paramedics—which didn’t make me happy—and, they gave her a super heavy sedative. I can’t say for sure what it was, but, trust me—it’s ugly, vile stuff. Better than the alternative, I suppose. They wanted to take her to the hospital, but I begged them not to. Somehow, don’t ask me how, but I managed to prevail. Divine intervention, I suppose.” Prairie closed her eyes. “We were supposed to pick up Sweet Pea after we dropped our luggage off at the house, but—” Prairie exhaled heavily to head off the threatening tears. “Thank God, Sweet Pea’s sitter agreed to keep her for as long as we need her to.” Prairie paused. “I don’t know, Em. It’s all just a nightmare. Not exactly how we planned to start our life together.”


“No,” Em whispered. “I don’t suppose it is.”


“What a fucked up, shitty, ordeal,” Prairie said as she ran her fingers through damp hair and grumbled, “You know things are bad—I haven’t even done my hair! I probably won’t, either.”


“Oh, Prair, honey,” Em said, her heart aching for her friends. She pulled her feet up onto the Chenille sofa, hugging her knees to her body. “I just can’t believe this. Do you have her medicine now? If not, we could—”


“Thanks, but we’re good,” Prairie replied. “On our way here, I made a quick stop by the storage unit, so… She’ll be infinitely better once those evil meds wear off and she can use her own stuff,” Prairie said, referring to their sizable stash of weed designed by Dot to control anxiety. “I hope so, anyway.”


“Good.” Em sighed. “This is just—” She shook her head. “Prair, I don’t understand how this happened. Where were Curtis and John? Surely they would have heard something. I mean, they’re right next door.”


“That’s the thing,” Prairie said. “They’re out of the country. They’ve been gone since before we took off for Montana. I’m pretty sure we told you—they’re house-hunting in Europe.”


“Right, right.” Em frowned. “I forgot about that. Bummer. No one else in the neighborhood heard anything?”


“No, but—” Prairie scoffed. “You know what that street’s like—everyone’s behind walls in their own little worlds.”


“True.”


“Thank the Goddess Wave and Jill were in Las Vegas when it all went down,” Prairie said, “or this awful story could have been far worse.”


“Oh, my gosh,” Em exclaimed. “Right?”


“Right,” Prairie said. “They were planning on moving into Curtis and John’s once the boys moved to Europe, but now? I don’t know.”


“Wasn’t there once talk of selling the house, if and when the boys ever left?” Em asked.


“Mm, hm,” Prairie answered. “That was one idea before Jillian and I appeared on the scene. Actually, when Dot first inherited Wish’s house, she planned on giving it to Wave when he was ready to go out on his own. But, then Curtis and John came along. After they completely remodeled it at the beginning of their lease, Dottie thought for sure they’d stay forever. Now that they’re moving to Italy or, France, or wherever they decide—”


“Well,” Em interrupted. “It makes sense. I’m sure Wave and Jillian would want their own place at some point,” Em said. “It is a lovely home. I just wonder how safe it—”


“Exactly,” Prairie interrupted, then sighed. “It’s not safe, so who knows what’s going to happen now.”


“Oh, jeez.”


“Whoever wrecked the house had free rein and plenty of time to do their handiwork,” Prairie said. “If you can call it that,” she muttered. “Adding insult to injury? That stupid fancy alarm system Dot had installed was zero deterrent to the… what do I call them?” Prairie asked. “Monsters?”


“That works,” Em said.


“Well, it failed—epically. The alarm system, I mean.”


“Terrible. But, why?” Em asked. “I just don’t understand, Prairie. Why would someone go to such trouble to do all that? Why Dottie’s house?”


“Who the fuck knows?” Prairie replied. “Although—”


“What?”


Prairie sighed. “Well, one cop thought it looked like the work of the… the Mexican Mafia.”


“What? The Mexican Mafia?” Em asked, incredulous. “Is there even such a thing?”


“I didn’t think so,” Prairie admitted, “but, that’s who he said it might be.”


“Why would he even—” Em scowled. “I don’t get that.”


“He said they’re operating in Palm Springs and surrounding areas,” Prairie said. “There was something else he said, too, but, now I forget what made him consider it. And, he kept asking if we’d had anyone staying with us recently who would have those types of connections. Or, if we were aware of anyone in a nearby house that might be dealing marijuana locally, or anything like that. He didn’t mention any other kinds of drugs—just weed. Fuck.”


“Oh, gosh,” Em breathed. “You don’t think he knows anything, do you?”


“Hell, I don’t know,” Prairie breathed. “He said they’ll do shit like that if they suspect someone’s dealing on their turf. I guess it’s some kind of message or some fucking shit like that. And, the fucker kept looking at me like I might know something. Fuck. I probably looked guilty as hell, too.” Prairie scoffed in defeat. “I do not possess even the slightest semblance of a poker face.”


“No, you don’t,” Em agreed. “Oh, my goodness, Prairie. What did you say to him?”


“Well,” Prairie said, “I sure as hell didn’t tell him Dot used to grow designer weed in the wine cellar under Wave’s casita to donate to anxiety sufferers. Or, that we had to process and deliver her final batch because she fell down the cellar stairs, and Wave was away on Air National Guard duty. And, I damned sure didn’t mention they might be after her.”


“Ugh. Right? Oh, jeez. But—” Em shook her head. “Why single out Dottie? I don’t… I just—I’m sorry, Prair, I just don’t get it.”


“Well—” Prairie exhaled heavily, trying to decide how much she should share with Em. “Tsk. Okay. Do you remember Dottie’s gardener friend? Pat?”


“Mmm, yes… kinda,” Em answered slowly, unsure.


“Remember Dottie’s inkling around the time we were converting the grow room to a legit wine cellar?” Prairie asked. “You know how she gets her witchy inklings? That something’s going to happen?”


“Yes, I am aware that she has her hunches, but—” Em scowled as she combed her memory for the details of anything remotely familiar in the dark recesses of her mind. “I don’t… no. I don’t recall that particular one,” she conceded. “We were pretty focused on getting all that done—super fast.”


“Right,” Prairie said, “because of Dottie’s inkling.”


“Ah, yes,” Em said. “Now I remember—kinda.”


“Well,” Prairie explained, “shortly after we’d cleaned the grow room out and put in the wine cellar, Pat called Dottie to give her a heads-up. I guess his daughter Leta was seriously upset because she’d told a friend in L.A. where Dottie lived.”


“Okay,” Em replied, somewhat confused. “Why would she do that? And, so what if she did? Sorry, I’m still missing pieces to this puzzle, babe.”


“Leta was at a party,” Prairie answered, “and, for whatever reason, she and her friends speculated that Dot and Wave might be pot growers.”


Em gasped softly.


“Why, or how they even considered it,” Prairie continued, “we have no idea. But, Leta worried her friend might have told some gang dude she was crushing on what was said.”


“No,” Em whispered. “Why didn’t I know about that?”


“Because Dottie,” Prairie began, “she just… she didn’t want to scare you guys, and felt certain the threat had been averted. We’d already cleared everything out, right? Anyway, Dottie just laughed it off and thanked Pat for the heads-up. But now, well, it looks like we should have taken the warning a little more seriously.”


Em clicked her tongue. “I mean, how could you possibly imagine any of this would happen? You couldn’t. What more could you have done to prevent it? Clearly, the updated alarm system failed.”


“It sure did, but… Em?” Prairie asked hesitantly.


“Hmmm?”


Prairie pulled a deep breath and exhaled heavily. She could never lie to Em—not successfully, anyway. “We actually… we… we suspected something could happen. Certainly nothing like this, but… we kinda knew something bad was coming.”


“Stop it, Prair,” Em said. “You had no way of—”


“Just—” Prairie interrupted, then groaned. “Just listen. Okay?” It was no use trying to keep the truth from Em. It would also be a relief to have someone other than Dot to talk to about it. “I… so, yeah. I need to tell you,” Prairie murmured, then cleared her throat, “the truth.”


“The truth? What’s that supposed to mean?” Em asked.


“Just, the truth,” she reiterated.


Perplexed, Em replied. “Okay. You’ve got my attention.”




~ ~ ~





“It was about two months after we came back from L.A.,” Prairie began,“when we went to your house to plan our wedding, remember?”


“Yes.”


“That’s when it happened.”


“When what happened?” Em asked.


“Ugh,” Prairie groaned, then sighed. “Em, this is… I mean, I shouldn’t… I… ugh. The thing is, Dottie swore me to secrecy, okay? Still, I’m pretty sure she’ll understand me telling you everything, now that… Just don’t… I mean, you can tell Evie, okay? But, Em?”


“What?” Em asked.


“This is big,” Prairie said with urgency. “So—we need to be careful. I mean, really careful. No one else can know. I mean, no one.”


“Okay,” Em replied. “I get it. I can keep a secret. You know that. So can Evie.”


“I know, I know. I just—” Prairie exhaled hard. “Well, okay—here goes. So, Dottie and I were at home alone because Wave and Jill had gone to Carmel to cater a party.”


“I remember that,” Em said.


“They were gone for the whole week. It was just the two of us in the house, and everything was just… well, y’know, normal, right?”


“Okay.”


“I think it was the second night the kids were gone,” Prairie continued. “Dottie wanted some ice cream before bed, but we were out. Naturally, I offered to run over to the Safeway and get her some. I can’t say no to her—and, you know how Dottie is about her ice cream.”


“I do.”


“Right, “Prairie breathed. “So,” she began, “it was about eight or eight-thirty, and—”







2.3


“Prairie, darlin’… is that you, sugar?” Dot called from their bed. “That was quick. You forget something?”


She waited several seconds for an answer. When one didn’t come, the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Dot got out of bed, turned out the lights, and as quickly as she was able, scurried into the walk-in closet, quietly shutting the door behind her. In an instant, she regretted not putting a security lock on the door as she and Prairie had discussed many times before. The limited use of her still-healing arm left Dot at a significant disadvantage in defending herself. Six months earlier, she’d seriously injured her right arm in a wicked fall down the wine cellar stairs. Though improving daily, it was still only marginally useful, leaving her with only one good arm.


Determined not to panic, Dot considered her best course of action. Not knowing whether the potential intruder was one or several, or armed, she quickly realized her defensive options were few, if any. However, she did have her 12-gauge shotgun. Hoping, with every part of her she wouldn’t have to use it, Dot grabbed the gun propped against the wall just inside the closet door. Thankfully, now that Liam was back in L.A. with his mothers, she had no reason to keep it trigger-locked and up on the top shelf, out of his reach. Driven by pure adrenaline, using her full-functioning arm, with a swift, one-armed motion, Dot cocked the
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