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      How does the saying go? We make plans and God laughs? I think that’s the one. Not one to make New Year’s resolutions (because that would be a plan), I did make a promise to myself that I’d be more organized and less frantic in my life this year. Yeah, that lasted less than two weeks. Truth was, disorganized and frenetic defined me. I couldn’t leave it behind, or I’d be leaving a part of myself in a gutter somewhere. Nor could I put it in a tidy little box on a shelf or I’d forget where I put it. That was my excuse for not changing anything in my life. Who needs organizing?

      In the months since I made that promise to myself, my life had become more disorganized. Nick Christianson, my fiancé, put his house up for sale, my car had been in the shop more than it had been out, Charles Parks, my business partner, had more secret meetings, and Cortnie Garcia, one of my investigators, dropped the “I’ll be giving my notice” bomb on us. I used the chaos as my excuse to back out of the promise.

      Cortnie didn’t feel comfortable working in the field during the last months of her pregnancy, which was fine; we had plenty for her to do in the office. She’d been doing a lot more computer forensics for Charles. Then her doctor put her on bed rest. She didn’t want to leave, but her health and the health of her baby were much more important than continuing to work. We missed her already, and prayed she wanted to come back in the future, no matter when that was.

      Thank goodness I was able to send Lydia Graves, my other agent (also my mom), to some extensive private investigator training courses. By the time Cortnie cleaned out her office, Lydia was headed back from her third training session in four months. Continuing education was important in so many lines of work, even private investigations.

      Lydia just finished a course called Untying the Knot, which taught her how to deal with domestic situations. If anyone watches TV or the news, domestic violence can be dangerous for more than just the family members involved. Knowing how to handle a possibly violent or deadly situation is paramount.

      Before that, I had her take a forensic photography course, and forensic diagraming to go with it. She seemed to enjoy the education. For a treat, I sent her to a private investigator conference to learn tools, resources and techniques for better investigating. Pretty soon, she’d be teaching me how to do my job.

      Lydia had been gone four days, and I smiled to myself as I drove to Monterey Peninsula Airport to pick her up. Normally, her husband, Luke, picked her up, but he had to work, so I volunteered. She didn’t need to call for an Uber driver when I could drive the twenty minutes to get her. Besides, I wanted to take my mom to lunch. I sent her a text before her plane took off, letting her know not to eat too much on her flight.

      With MPA being a small airport, I could sit in the parking lot and see when her plane arrived. So, I found myself a spot, moved my seat back and opened my laptop to get some work done while I waited. When I opened my email, I saw my inbox held close to 500 emails. That didn’t even include the promotions and social media folders Gmail so nicely provided. I didn’t even bother with the junk mail anymore, and I had upwards of 3000 in that folder.

      According to the app on my phone, the plane was on time for arrival. This still meant a wait of at least twenty minutes to half an hour, between landing and my mom getting her luggage. In the time I had, I dwindled down my emails and unsubscribed to the myriad of marketing newsletters cluttering my inbox. There were plenty of other newsletters I wanted to get; I certainly didn’t need the ones I’d never signed up for getting in my way.

      I looked at my watch just as travelers started coming out the doors of the airport. I didn’t want to lose our lunch reservation at The Ranch. My mouth watered just thinking about it. I hadn’t had a chef cooked meal in ages, unless you counted Nick as a chef. Not only could he catch the bad guys (he’s a homicide detective), he could work a kitchen like he’d been to culinary school.

      I closed my laptop and turned around to place it on the back seat. I hoped my mom had gotten a lot of information and confidence from attending the conference. She seemed to enjoy the courses, so this was the next step to becoming fully licensed.

      I pulled up in front of the baggage area of the airport and saw her walk out, pulling a single carry-on bag behind her.  She may have been dressed in all black, wearing tailored slacks, a long-sleeved cotton shirt, and Doc Martin boots, but her bag would not have gotten lost in the sea of other black bags. She pulled a melon orange hard-sided carry on, with Gotcha Detective Agency plastered all over the front and sides in chartreuse. I’m sure she handed out business cards to anyone who asked about it. Between Lydia and Uta, we didn’t need to pay for advertising.

      I taught her how to pack light for travel: she had her backpack, purse, and a carry-on (rolling her clothes before packing and limiting shoes was the secret). Her clothing looked professional, yet comfortable, which was something I’d learned from her. “Look like you can afford to be there,” she always said. And she was right: if you dressed the part, you were treated with more respect.

      I lowered the passenger window of my new (to me) ruby red Cadillac SRX. Lydia looked around, frustration on her face. Ah, she was looking for my Land Rover. I put the car in park, pressed the button on my driver’s door to open the back hatch, then got out and walked around the car.

      I looked pretty snazzy, too, in my fitted black skirt and short-sleeve black fitted tee. Even though it was spring, there was a chill in the air, and I wore a hip covering long(ish) black sweater over my outfit. Tights might have been a good idea, but I liked being able to have bare legs once in a while.

      “Lydia,” I called.

      My mom grinned wide and walked to the car. “Skirt short enough?” were her first words, but before I could retort, she added, “A rental?”

      I shook my head. “My mechanic told me to trade my car in before it nickeled and dimed me to death. It had a lot of miles.” I patted my new car on the roof. “This is Ruby.”

      Mom laughed. “You always did name your cars. This is pretty.” She pushed her luggage in front of her and shrugged her backpack off.

      “How was the conference?” I asked.

      She blew out a breath. “Exhausting.”

      I cocked my head and looked closely at her. She didn’t look that tired. “You didn’t have a good time?”

      She waved her hand at me. “I probably had too much fun, which was why it was exhausting. I barely saw my hotel room, except to sleep and shower. So much to do. So many people to meet. And that didn’t even include the all-day sessions.”

      “They can be overwhelming. I’m glad you didn’t spend all your time in the room. It’s good to network at these things.”

      “And network I did: at dinner, at the bar, in the lounge, during karaoke, you name it. I must have thirty business cards from other companies.” She nudged me. “They tried to steal me away from you. How cool is that?”

      I nudged her back. “Not cool at all, Mom.”

      “Oh, hun, you know you’re stuck with me for life, like it or not. If I didn’t work for you, I wouldn’t want to do this. I’d feel stupid. Everyone else my age either owns an agency or teaches. I’m just starting to learn.”

      “I think you’re learning fast.”

      “I’m trying anyway.”

      “Thanks for the free advertising.” I picked up the suitcase and heaved it into the back. “You got my message about lunch?”

      Throwing her purse and backpack on top of the suitcase, she said, “I did. But there’s been a change of plans.”

      My stomach growled at the idea of lunch, then churned at her words. “Change of plans?”

      “I need to meet with an old friend. Is that okay?” She didn’t say it as if looking for approval, more like, “It better be okay.”

      “Whatever. I’m starving.” I pressed the button to close the hatch and walked back to the driver’s side and got in the car.

      “Don’t be pissy. This might be a client. I might be bringing the agency my first client.” Mom settled into the passenger seat and pulled on her seatbelt. Turning around to look in the back seat, she said, “Nice car. Leveled up with this one.”

      “Thanks. I didn’t want a car payment, but everything else I looked at sucked. And I wanted to trade my car in, not go through the hassle of selling it.”

      She settled in. “I think you did good. But a Cadillac is for old people, Mimi.”

      I frowned at her. “Maybe the old Coupe or Sedan de Ville was for old people, but this SRX is a sweet ride.”

      “Whatever you say, dear.”

      As if I wasn’t having a hard enough time dealing with the big 4-0 getting closer, she had to make such a comment about my car. I didn’t care, I still loved my Ruby. And so did Lola, who was the only one who ever rode with me on a regular basis.

      “My friend lives in Salinas. I told him we’d swing by his house after I landed,” Lydia said.

      “Seriously? I’ve been looking forward to lunch at The Ranch.”

      “Seriously. This is important to me. He needs to talk.”

      “Does Luke know about this?” I joked.

      She laughed. “It’s not like that. Do you remember Edie Pratt? We used to be very close friends.”

      “I do.”

      I remembered Edie from my childhood. When my mom hung out with Edie on a regular basis, she changed. She went back to the woman who didn’t leave the house without her makeup and hair done, worshiped the sun when she could, and suddenly wanted to join a gym or go on a diet. To call Edie vain would be an understatement. Sadly, she was a great influence on my mom back then.

      We’d go to her house when I was a kid, only to find Edie sunbathing nude on her enclosed front deck. She’d stand up and give us a full view of her “bought and paid for” (as she called them) boobs before wrapping a towel around herself. At the time, I didn’t know her boobs were fake, or what bought and paid for meant, and prayed for perky, perfect boobs when I grew up. Oh, the illusions of our childhood.

      “Do you remember where Edie lives?” Lydia asked.

      “They live in the same house?” I could picture the neighborhood, because they lived near my old high school.

      “They do. No matter how many times Edie begged Clive to move, he never gave in.”

      With a long-ago memory in my head, I said, “Edie and Clive Pratt. Blast from the past. What’s going on with Edie?”

      Lydia looked down, then looked at me. “She’s dead.”

      I leaned back in the seat, my ponytail smashing against the headrest. “I’m so sorry. When did she die?”

      “A couple of days ago.” Lydia looked out the passenger window, but I saw her reach up and wipe at her eyes.

      “You didn’t say anything,” I said.

      “It’s not like she was your friend or anything. Heck, we’d even grown apart. There isn’t going to be a funeral, at least I don’t think there is. She always said she didn’t want one. And she’d come back to haunt whoever planned it, especially if they had an open casket. She wouldn’t want people remembering her that way.”

      “You haven’t mentioned Edie in years.”

      “We weren’t as close as we used to be. I do everything with Vivian these days.”

      I smiled. “I love Vivian. I remember when her daughter used to act in community theatre.”

      “Yes. That seems like forever ago.”

      “Was it skin cancer?” Considering the amount of time Edie spent slathered in oil, lying in the sun, I figured it had to be. She wasn’t that old, just a couple of years older than my mom.

      My mom and Edie had become friends because my dad and Clive worked together until my dad up and disappeared. The four of them would go out together and Sheri Pratt would babysit us.

      “Suicide,” Lydia croaked. She looked forward again and I could see tears welling in her eyes.

      “I’m so sorry.” What else could I say? I felt bad now for assuming skin cancer.

      “The thing is, Clive thinks the cops are wrong. He swears she would never have killed herself that way.”

      “How did it happen?”

      “Clive said it was a single gunshot to the head.”
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      Lydia said she wasn’t hungry, even though they didn’t feed her on the plane. I happened to be starving, so I stopped at the McDonalds on South Main Street and left her in the car while I went inside and ordered. Normally, I preferred the drive-thru, but I had to go to the bathroom, and I didn’t think it could wait until we got to North Salinas.

      I stuffed the small hamburger in my mouth, eating it in three bites, as I walked back to the car. When I got back in, I pulled one of the two apple pies I bought from my bag. “Want one?”

      For a woman who wasn’t hungry, she snatched that pie out of my hand so fast I barely saw her hand move. I knew she loved the cinnamon sweetness as much as I did and bought two because I knew she’d ask for a bite. I reached in the bag again and grabbed the other pie.

      Turning onto North Davis Road, I drove a few miles and took the Laurel Drive exit. I remembered the house, but I couldn’t place the street name.

      “What’s the address?” I didn’t need to put it in my GPS, I just needed to know where to go.

      She gave me the address on Parsons Drive, and my memory clicked. I wondered if the Pratt house was still painted baby blue.

      A few more turns and I finally made a right turn onto Parsons. The house no longer looked like a little boy’s baby blanket. It now looked like a fruity, peach-colored drink. Besides that, the stucco house hadn’t changed much. The yard was still the size of a postage stamp because Clive had built a fence all the way around the front yard, so Edie could have her privacy. She didn’t think her backyard was private enough since the neighbor behind them had a two-story house.

      I looked around the neighborhood and saw it hadn’t changed much, either.  Nicely maintained lawns with minimal landscaping. Several other houses sported the same front fence as the Pratt house, and it made me wonder if Clive had really built the front fence, or if it had been part of the tract home options when the houses were being built.

      Almost every house had a car parked in the driveway or on the street in front of it, and they were well maintained too, even though many were older models. I pulled up to the curb in front of the house number my mom had given me.

      “He knows I’m your daughter, right? So it’s okay to call you Mom?”

      My mom unfastened her seatbelt. “He knows, but call me Lydia, so it seems more professional.”

      That seemed weird. “Okay,” I said.

      “I never told you this, but a few years ago, Edie and Clive separated for a few months, and he asked me out.”

      “Yuck.”

      Not that Clive had a third eye in the middle of his forehead or anything, but my mom used to be his estranged wife’s best friend. Who does that? Then again, maybe that’s why she and Edie weren’t close anymore. I decided not to ask.

      Lydia glared at me. “I didn’t go out with him, even though he’s not bad looking.”

      “Mom!”

      She got out of the car. “He’s no catch, though. At least in my humble opinion.”

      I unfastened my seatbelt, checked my phone, then got out and followed her to the front gate. By the time I got there, Clive had buzzed her in. This had to be some sort of 1970s or ‘80s version of wannabe New Yorkers. Buzzing someone in from your front gate seemed weird. I wondered if I felt the same when I was a kid. Back then, I probably thought it was the coolest thing ever because we didn’t have it.

      Clive met us halfway between the front gate and the front door.

      Lydia wasn’t kidding; he was okay, but not a stunner. Clive only stood about 5’9”, but his body belied his age, which I assumed to be early sixties. Muscular with taut, tanned skin that glowed. Like my mom’s husband, Luke, he kept his head shaved. A much better look than a comb over for balding men. His blue eyes sparkled when he looked at my mom. I didn’t want to stare, but as he got closer, I saw the acne scars from his youth. It surprised me Edie hadn’t made him get a skin peel. Or was it called microdermabrasion?

      “Lydia, thanks for stopping by.” He turned to look at me. “Oh my, Mimi, looking at you makes me feel quite old.”

      “Nonsense,” I lied. The years of time in the sun had taken its toll on him, but I wasn’t going to say he looked his age.

      Clive put his hand out to indicate we should sit in the garden area.

      I thought it strange he didn’t invite us into the house. But then I didn’t much care one way or the other, and the garden was comfortable and lovely.

      Salinas may have an average temperature of sixty-eight degrees year-round, but most people only garden in the spring and summer. Clive, or maybe Edie, had already begun planting annuals, and the garden had lots of color. They’d put no small amount of money into making this front “yard” welcoming. After all, it’s the first thing anyone sees when they enter the home. Sort of like a normal house’s front porch.

      I walked over to the faux wicker rocker and sat down. Lydia continued standing. The only other seat happened to be a matching love seat. I snickered to myself.

      Clive sat down, then Lydia sat as close to the opposite arm of the love seat as possible.

      I started by saying, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Clive’s eyes looked wet, but not teary.

      “We weren’t together when she died, but it’s hard knowing I’ll never see her again.”

      Lydia looked at Clive, her face a mask of neutrality, even though her words betrayed her. “Oh, really? You never mentioned it when we talked.”

      Clive continued looking at me. “I didn’t think it was a necessary part of the conversation.”

      “I’m sorry to be blunt, Clive, but this is an unscheduled meeting, and I have a lot on my plate today. Do you mind if we skip to the pertinent details? I don’t mean to sound callous, but I told my, um, Lydia we could make a quick detour.” The whole situation felt uncomfortable and contrived.

      “If I hire you, would you have more time for me?” He couldn’t disguise the pettiness in his voice.

      I couldn’t blame him. I’d been gruff. I never did well when my plans were changed last minute. No one knew that better than Charles, who did it to me all the time.

      “I’d need to know what happened and see if it’s the type of case we take,” I said, trying not to clip my words.

      Clive decided to get to the point. “Edie was found dead in her car on Old Stage Road, a single gunshot wound to the head. The police ruled it a suicide, but I’m here to tell you, it wasn’t.”

      No one ever wanted to believe their spouse or child could take their own life, but I waited him out. There’s always a first.

      “Look at the police report. It doesn’t add up.” He looked at Lydia now. “You knew her, do you think she’d want to die that way?”

      “What way?” I asked.

      “With her face blown off. I’m not sure there was a vainer person on the planet than Edie. She’d have taken sleeping pills or slit her wrists.” The urgency in his words made me believe him.

      “Not many women choose a gun as the method of suicide,” I said. “And I understand your distress, but there are women who’ve accidentally shot themselves and died. Do you think that’s the case?”

      He shook his head so hard I thought he’d hurt himself. “She didn’t own a gun. Hated them. Our son died in a hunting accident at the age of fifteen. After that, she became anti-gun, anti-hunting, anti-violence.”

      “She was anti-gun, but what about you?” Lydia said. “You and my ex-husband used to go to the shooting range.”

      Clive nodded. “That we did. I did own a gun. I mean, I do. It was my gun they found in the car.”

      “What you’re saying is that even though your wife hated them, you had one anyway?” I said.

      He crossed his arms. “I did.”

      “Do you think the police did a thorough investigation?” I asked.
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