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About the Author


Dear Reader,

In case you haven’t read The Extraordinary Dreams of Cynthia Peabody, (Book One: Arthur) I’m warning there will be several characters from that first book joining in Cynthia’s latest adventure. Don’t worry, Cynthia Peabody’s Big Fat Fake Funeral is a standalone book. If you have read the first book, yay, thank you for buying the second. 

You may notice a different style of writing in this book from the first. That is because this is a murder mystery and therefore is quicker paced and written in a closer point of view. Though, once again, I can’t for the life of me, stick purely to genre. So, watch out, there’s more than a murder mystery afoot. Because Cynthia Peabody is unpredictable and she is the protagonist.

If you enjoy this book, please tell your friends! Then tell me what you think by writing and posting a book review at all the usual places. Thank you in advance.

Now, hold onto your hat. There’s a murderer loose, and it is up to Cynthia to crack the case.

With love and laughter,

Lynne 

“Once upon a time through a dream from here to there, I became the unofficial guardian angel of Valle Pacifico.”

~Cynthia Peabody 
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CHAPTER ONE
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Cynthia Peabody rides the bike with ease, like she did when she was a kid. Being seventy-seven, that’s a long time ago. Still, her legs pedal energetically. Since her brain aneurysm, her gait has changed. She’s gotten stronger with the rehab exercises but has learned to walk mindfully. Nothing is to be taken for granted at this stage in life. One trip and fall can be the beginning of a downward spiral.

Though here and now, on this red bike that she’s never seen before, she’s spinning like a pro.

The cloud scattered sky is pale gray with only a hint of predawn blue. It’s cold, yet she’s cozy. Somehow, she manages to ride wearing her late husband’s bulky Nordic cardigan sweater, a scarf, and leggings, without hindrance. The frigid air, however, is turning her nose to ice.

Why in the world did she want to make this far-too-early trek? She focuses on the motion up ahead. Ah, there’s the reason. Ronnie Long, her best friend at The Meadows, their new and final retirement home. He, unlike her, is in tip-top shape in bright blue bicycling garb, the spandex covering his thin frame like a second skin. His ex-dancer’s legs are in full and glorious form on the bike. Look at those calves. He’s also five years younger. Ha! As if that’s what makes the difference. 

He must be freezing! She pushes harder to catch him but can’t close the gap. 

A gunshot shatters the early morning peace. The sudden and nearby pop and echo startles Cynthia, capturing her full attention as adrenaline bleeds through her chest and out to her fingertips. Are they shooting at Ronnie? She rides harder, faster toward the sound though feels she’s getting nowhere. Still, she pushes onward to her friend who has stopped at a thick patch of Sitka spruce. 

She knows this because, oddly, in the middle of all the ruckus, she recognizes the abundance of small domed-shaped pinecones. Overthinkers unite!

Back to Ronnie, who is still on his bike, one leg down, looking in the direction of the disturbing sound. He doesn’t seem to hear or notice her as she approaches calling his name. “Ronnie! Oh, Ronnie!” Rather, he’s assessing the situation, dangerous as it is. Then, with a sudden jerk and bolt, he remounts and takes off like the wind. 

A motor revs. Tires race over graveled dirt. A beat-up indistinctive car fishtails out of the narrow road chasing after him. 

Ronnie cuts into thick woods where cars can’t go. But bullets can! She stiffens when more shots are fired. Crack, pop, pew. She holds her breath, says a prayer that he hasn’t been hit, and that she still has what it takes.

Illegal hunting comes with a heavy fine, but these jerks are only making matters worse by threatening the witness. Anger mounts, it pools and roils inside, then surges through her fingertips as she lifts her hands and aims them toward the car. A supernatural rush nearly drains her, but the beat-up sedan simultaneously stalls out. Yes! She hasn’t lost her power! She rides closer to memorize the license plate, but worries she’ll be seen. This part, invisible or not, has always been iffy. Just in case they can see her, she too disappears into the woods. Better safe than sorry. The last thing she needs or wants is to be in another coma. Or the alternative!

Through the trees she sees Ronnie riding at super speed. Who knew he had it in him? Well, the legs, of course. But the lungs, surely the lungs, too. Nothing like gunshots to test a person’s mettle.

No! He’s been seen, and the car, which has restarted, is in pursuit. Well, what does she expect after a two-year hiatus. She’s rusty on the execution. And apparently, there’s a time limit on her superpower.

Ronnie’s on the bike path shortcut to Green Meadows Retirement Villas. The intense blue of his bicycling clothes streaks through the thick woods. The car will have to take a longer route to reach the fenced and security-guarded one-hundred acres. 

Magically, she pulls binoculars from her bulky sweater pocket and uses them.

Ronnie wins the race by a long margin, opening the gated community entrance with his resident’s fob and slides inside. The gray sedan arrives just as the arched, flattop steel gates snap shut and lock down like a brinks truck. They wouldn’t dare fire so obviously or randomly now. She waits and watches with amusement as the driver gets out of the car to confront Durrell in the security booth. The tank-sized night-shift guard steps out and walks to the closed gate. With arms the size of Ronnie’s thighs, and a foreboding tattoo snaking up his neck that screams, I dare you, he speaks to the scrawny driver.

It had taken Cynthia an entire week to get the courage to speak to Durrell when she’d first moved in. The reward, his gold-outlined smile had been surprisingly charming. 

He’s not smiling now. No pass. No entry. She can practically read his lips through the binoculars. 

The driver is short and thin, with a near yarmulke-sized bald spot on the back of his head. No obvious tattoos. From this angle, it’s impossible to get a view of his face, or the passenger. Wait. He opens the car door, and the inside light goes on. Crud buckets, the other person is wearing a hoodie but sits a lot taller than the driver. 

Knowing Ronnie is safe inside the gates she begins to breathe normally again. Then rides back to the literal scene of the crime to search for the downed animal. She’ll report those hooligans herself. Wait, do they even have a game warden in this part of California? Well, she’ll find out, that’s what she’ll do.

While fuming with outrage, expecting to see a downed buck, she finds a dead man. Her hand flies to her mouth when she gasps. A dizzy wave circles her brain. She shakes it off. This is important. She needs to remember everything. 

He’s of Asian descent and is staring at the orange glow of sunrise which has finally opened the sky to morning. He’s been shot between the eyes, execution style, hands tied behind his back.

Cynthia’s gut cramps. She averts her gaze out of respect, then bites her gloved knuckle rather than scream, and thinks fast. She can’t just leave him there. 

Pull it together, old girl, you’re here for a reason. Arthur, her deceased husband, breaks into her thoughts at the most inopportune times. True, though, no matter who the victim is or what he’s done, it’s up to her to report the murder, not solve it.

She searches the pockets of the youngish, slightly built man for a cell phone. When she finds one, it’s locked. She tries the dead guy’s face to unlock it, it works, then dials 911. Disguising her voice, she says, “There’s been a murder.” 

Isn’t there something else she should do? Oh, of course, take a picture as proof. A car blasting dense drums and bass riffs comes speeding up the single lane graveled road. The driving, fast and frantic. Hurry, take the picture and get out of here!

But where is her cell phone ...

The distinct piano riff ring tone wakes Cynthia with one thought on her mind. Trouble. She sits up bleary eyed, heart pounding, and reaches to shut the dang thing off. Like the kid brother she thinks of him as, Ronnie has played another prank on her switching to that ridiculous ring tone. Serves her right for loaning him her phone. Hey, let me check that emergency app, he’d said so innocently over dinner in the main hall last night. She’d been distracted by how dry the pork chop had been. Right, Ronnie.

The old-fashioned clock on the bedside table says it’s only just past six, and her alarm is eternally set for seven. “Hello?” she croaks.

“It’s Janetta from the infirmary. Ronnie Long’s here, talking gibberish. But he’s also asking for you.”

Zapped by foreboding and a crazy thought—has he been shot—she hops like a kid out of bed and immediately regrets it. Ouch, the hips. 

Surely Janetta would’ve mentioned if Ronnie had been shot. More movement getting her blood flowing brings other memories of something strange afoot. A chase. Gunshots. A body! She finger-combs her thinning white hair and brushes her teeth, proud they’re all hers. Yes, it’s an odd thing to think right now, but she’s living in implant and denture-city. Then she dresses in workout clothes in a split second. Well, an old person’s version of a split second, anyway.

Her next thought, as she rushes toward the door, is Yikes! I think my dreams are back. 

***
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THE INFIRMARY AT GREEN Meadows Retirement Villas is mainly for run-of-the mill medical issues. Cuts, fevers, blood pressure checks, and so forth. When Cynthia arrives, one glance and she knows Ronnie’s repetitious questions are freaking out Janetta, the LVN. 

“Why am I here?” 

“You showed up just now. I’m going to ask you again, are you hurt?” Janetta asks.

“Where was I?”

“How should I know?”

“What was I doing?”

“Riding your bike?” Her broad beefy shoulders lift along with her stylishly large eyebrows.

It’s obvious since he’s in his usual bike riding gear. The exact blue that Cynthia had seen in her dream. A quick mini shudder grabs hold. She fights it off.

“How’d I get here?”

“On your bike?” Janetta’s previously lifted shoulders slump as those eyebrows come crashing downward.

“What was I doing?” 

“I just told you.” Janetta shakes her head in frustration before looking toward Cynthia. “He keeps asking the same questions over and over since he showed up twenty minutes ago. I think he might be having a stroke. I’ve called to have him transferred to the local emergency department.”

From past experience that her detailed dream is the most likely reason for this memory glitch, another shiver causes Cynthia to stand stick straight. She takes Ronnie’s surprisingly cold hands and squeezes them as she sits. 

“You asked for me?”

He gazes appreciatively at her but seems unsure at first as to whether he knows why or not. But then, he does. This strikes her as odd since Janetta said he’d asked for her. He’s probably forgotten several times since showing up. His hands are like icicles, the way her nose felt in the dream. She touches his misshapen schnozz. Ditto. It’s as cold as his hands. Further proof he was out there, not just in a dream. Hypothermia? 

His eyes are wild as a frightened cat, or spooked horse. Like her dog Muddy when he knows he’s going to the vet for a shot. But who wouldn’t be frightened after what Ronnie had just witnessed? That is, if the dream really happened. She hopes not, but the details are adding up.

“Let’s warm him up. Do you have a bath blanket you can put in the microwave?”

Janetta tosses a look like who’s in charge here but complies.

Cynthia examines Ronnie more closely, assuming where he was, what he’d seen and the probable reason he’s acting in this unusual manner. She worries unreasonably, as though he’s her kid brother. “Are his vital signs normal?”

Janetta nods. 

“Then it probably isn’t a stroke.” 

“Could be a mini stroke.” Janetta counters. “A TIA.”

A major memory hits Cynthia. “Could be transient global amnesia. My husband Art had the exact symptoms when he was ill. Total mind wipe. Out of the blue. It can happen after a stressful event.” Like brain cancer for Art. She opts not to explain what Ronnie just witnessed. If, in fact, her dreams are back, that somehow, he’d summoned her, and what she just dreamed really occurred. That’s a big contingent if. One best kept to herself. On the other hand, if her dream was a coincidence and Ronnie was riding a bike at the crack of a freezing dawn in thin Lycra bike garb, nearly turning into a human ice cube causing hypothermia, wouldn’t that also qualify as a stressful event? Either way ... “I’d bet a grand on that.” 

If she’s right about TGA, not TIA, he won’t remember much for the next forty-eight hours. He may not remember the triggering event at all. Oh, the irony of that word choice. 

“Well, in any case, especially if you’re wrong, we still need to have him checked out.” Janetta warns.

“Understood.”

“Why am I here?” Ronnie asks Cynthia.

“You’re having short-term amnesia.”

“What?”

“You can’t remember what just happened. Thank your lucky stars!”

“What was I doing?”


“Riding your bike out by the woods.”


“How’d you know where he was riding?” From across the room, Janetta butts in.

“How’d I get here?” Thankfully, Ronnie cuts off Janetta’s pointed question with his own and Cynthia chooses to ignore the first and address the second. Old people have the luxury of pretending not to hear.

“Presumably, on your bike.” Is it a fact or a fragment of another transporting dream? A meditation walk, as she used to call them. Either way, why bother explaining when he’s just going to forget again. Especially with Miss Nosy over there listening in. But really, how did he find his way home if he was already in a state of amnesia? Perhaps he’s part homing pigeon? Or it’s muscle memory? Is there such a thing? If so, that’s amazing.

OK, overthinking again, Cynthia.

“What was I doing?”

“I just told you.” It’s cruel, she knows, but answering the ongoing loop of questions grows tiresome. She recalls well from Art’s episode of transient global amnesia. Two full days’ worth. Which produces an onslaught of memories from when Arthur Peabody fought nobly and lost the final battle against brain cancer. Two years later and the ache of his death never leaves.

“What was I doing?”

“Riding your bike.” She clicks back in, after a gloomy pause.

“Well, I hope I had a good time.”

This is new to the loop and makes her laugh. Progress?


“Why am I here?”


Joke’s over. Cynthia looks at Janetta, who hands her the warm bath blanket with a told you so half lidded, unsympathetic stare. Cynthia puts it around his shoulders. “I could just walk him there.”

Janetta tosses Cynthia an appalled expression, as if she’d suggested severing his head and serving it for lunch. “Oh no you can’t. He has to be driven by an EMT unit. To an emergency department.”

“Seriously? Our skilled nursing hospital is just over there. I’m sure their trained staff can handle Ronnie. He just needs babysitting until the amnesia lifts.” Cynthia points out the window to the single-story skilled nursing facility on The Green Meadows Retirement Villas campus. Residents are sent there all the time after surgeries or ongoing treatments for physical therapy rehab. The nurses and techs are all licensed.

“Babysitting my ass. He needs MRIs and blood work and a diagnosis and ...”

She tunes Janetta out and remembers there’s no actual treatment for this transient amnesia. It just needs to run its course. Usually that’s forty-eight hours, or so she was told, and, as she recalls, the doctor’s prediction had been spot-on with Art. “A golf cart ride, gurney, or wheelchair makes more sense.”

“You may be willing to take the blame if he strokes out while you’re transferring him, but I don’t have nearly enough personal liability insurance, so I’m not. And the buck stops with me.” She presses bright red tipped fingernails to her chest. “Nope. We’ll let the EMT unit make that call.” Janetta sticks to the book.

“How’d I get here?” Ronnie continues.

Cynthia can’t help herself when she connects with Janetta’s stern stare. “Change your mind yet?” Snotty, she knows, possibly uncalled for, but Janetta is being a stickler.

She helps Ronnie lay back and covers his legs with another warm bath blanket. They need to bring his body temperature up. “Can he have some hot tea?”

The nurse nods, then steps over to the microwave to heat some water in a throwaway cup. In the distance the siren of an emergency vehicle slices through the quiet early morning.

“What was I doing?” he repeats so earnestly, begging for understanding.

Cynthia takes Ronnie’s classically long chin between her fingers and turns his head toward her for a level view with his silver-blue eyes. She could tell him she was acting as his guardian angel, protecting him. That she was meant to find him earlier that morning. Nah. Instead, knowing he won’t remember, she whispers.

“You were an interloper into one of my crazy dreams.” Or was she the interloper into his? Not the point. “And you witnessed a murder.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Wednesday night West Coast Swing class is canceled until further notice due to illness. I know how eager many of you were to learn The Sugar Push tonight. 

Regrettably, Ronnie.

Cynthia forges Ronnie’s signature thinking she’s done a decent job. 

Being a lifelong chorus boy a.k.a. ensemblist on Broadway for over forty years, Ronnie Long felt obligated to share his talent as a dancer with the director of activities. Especially after throngs of old women begged him, once word got out at The Meadows, as the insiders called Green Meadows Retirement Villas. He had only himself to blame, since he was the one to make the announcement about his New York musical days at the monthly residents meeting. 

Due to women outnumbering men 2:1 at the retirement community, many of them learn both partner dance routines and perform them quite well. Last week they’d had a lively session learning the dance of love, the Bossa Nova, with Edie Gormé’s hit song guiding them as they trotted around the all-purpose room. Cynthia is grateful to only have Ronnie as her partner, since some women can be so bossy on the dance floor.

Everyone cheered when he announced the upcoming West Coast Swing, Sugar Push lesson for this week. The ladies were bound to be disappointed about tonight, but unforeseen circumstances have changed their plans. 

It's still early when she posts the notice on the activity room door then rushes off to do the same at the community bulletin board. Well before 8 a.m., she’s still hoping not to be seen or having to answer a deluge of questions about the notice. She looks both ways and tiptoe speed walks, well, her slower, mindful version anyway, down the hall. 

Horrified by the sight, she stops dead in her tracks. Ronnie is resident of the month, and his 20-x-24 inch enlarged portrait is hanging for all to see in the common area. Yes, it’s an honor, but today, after this morning’s ride, it’s also a curse. What if those men lurking in the car get past the security gate? They’ll identify Ronnie in no time. 

“Good Lord, the tribute even says his villa number!” she quietly gripes and shakes her head. “That full-of-himself man. Look at the position you’ve put me in!” Mentally, she raises a fist and shakes it.

It’s not all about you. Art tends to step in when she’s being selfish-minded, but she’d thought this on her own.

Even with all the aggravation, she still loves Ronnie to pieces. Though she makes a mental note to return after hours to deal with the problem at hand. It may not be all be about her, but if she doesn’t step in, Ronnie could become dead man #2. Hoping she’ll remember long enough to write the reminder on a Post-it note and stick it on the bathroom mirror, she scurries off.

Ronnie had talked her into being his dance partner for the couples’ class. Him and him alone being her bargaining chip to sign on. They’d once bonded over “Thriller,” Michael Jackson’s mega-hit dance video from the 1980s. Not when the video first came out, but the year before last when they’d first met at Cliff and Regina’s. Cliff, Art’s fellow law enforcement buddy and Regina, Cliff’s wife, had invited Ronnie to play cards. Once Art had passed, Cliff and Regina were the ones to keep in touch with Cynthia, coaxing her out of the pit of mourning. A deep dark place she never wanted to leave. She was grateful for their consistent concern and thankful they’d brought Ronnie into her life.

The year Ronnie had come to Valle Pacifico to run the spring youth theater he’d rented a house from Cliff and Regina. Cynthia had gushed at his extensive performance credits when she first met him during the initial card game at Cliff and Regina’s. Ronnie’s backup ensemble dancing on that famous King of Pop video being one of the most impressive credits. Dancing in the Juliet Prowse show in Vegas being another. Not to mention dozens and dozens of Broadway musicals. From that moment on, she knew they’d be friends. Though she never would have guessed he’d follow her to Green Meadows Retirement Villas. Long story. Worthy of a book. Her memoir from last year’s writing class comes to mind. She’d yet to finish it.

Life is full of surprises. Art would’ve said about Ronnie moving to Green Meadows when she did, but she hasn’t heard from Art as often as she used to, and it niggles in her brain. Are they losing touch?

While she’s at the bulletin board stealthily posting the second notice, she adds three question marks to the large general calendar alongside the upcoming talk that Ronnie has scheduled for Friday only two days away. The History of Musical Theater will also need to be postponed. Unless he has a classic case of transient global amnesia, where the memory veiling magically gets ripped away after forty-eight hours like a used Band-Aid. Without remaining fogginess, being key. Bottom line, she’ll leave that decision to him.

The man never stops. But what can you expect from a people pleaser, a guy who ran community youth theater for the last two decades after his usefulness as a performer aged out on the Broadway stages. 

She’s standing in the snaking corridor which links the main community building to the bank of two-bedroom villas where she lives, arms akimbo, tapping the toe of her right sneaker. One never needs to step outside if one chooses not to, thanks to these building attachment hallways. And some don’t, walking around looking like ghosts all year. Well, her dog Muddy would never hear of that, and Cynthia is grateful for all the fresh air she inhales, and sunshine she enjoys daily thanks to her favorite rescue canine. Muddy being a perfect example of a meditation dream walk that played out in a positive way. The night she’d rescued him in Finland.

An ironic smile stretches her lips. Or was it Ireland? With amusement she recalls the story of how she’d stumbled onto her canine soul mate. Time travel? Coincidence? Who cares. He was hers for life. His or hers, whichever ends first. If it’s me, surely, Ronnie will take him. Negative thoughts! She brushes them aside.

Cynthia unfolds her arms, now is not the time to linger. She needs to talk to Durrell, get his description of the guys in the car, that is if that interchange really happened. Though he doesn’t start his shift until 7 p.m. It’s just past 9 a.m. So, she plans to go to the local hospital where Ronnie has been admitted for observation and check out his level of amnesia. Hopefully it will already be showing signs of receding so she can grill him about the incident. After that she’ll search for the scene of the crime again.

Art’s old Saturn, the car she couldn’t bear to part with when she sold their home in Valle Pacifico, is unreliable. Finding parts for it is like searching for gold, which is why she avoids driving it unless utterly necessary. Well, that’s only partially true, the resistance is also because it brings back so many memories when she does. They flow through her like dreams when she’s defenseless to fend them off while driving. So many recollections after thirty-five years of marriage. So many emotions. She suspects the ten-and-two position on the steering wheel is the source of the curious flow. But now, being urgent because of a murder, is not the time to visit or test that theory.

She pops into her villa to change into nicer clothes and freshen up. She’ll take Muddy on his morning pee-poop stroll before she has a bowl of instant oatmeal with added fresh raspberries and chia seeds for obvious fiber reasons, then head out.

Dodging the Saturn, she rushes to Ronnie’s flashy red convertible, after retrieving the keys from his secret hiding place. “He won’t mind,” she says to no one, as she wonders how long it will be before the doctors figure out his diagnosis.

She still has that theoretical grand riding on transient global amnesia. She knows she’s right and can feel it in her arthritic bones. Though she hopes Janetta has already forgotten their bet. Because if, on the odd chance, she’s wrong, coming up with a grand would be a stretch. 

As she pulls out of the driveway, she spots the same beat-up gray sedan from her crazy dream loitering down the block. A squirrelly sensation zigzags up her spine. It’s more proof that her dream really occurred. And their surveillance is certainly telling. If what
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