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            One Headlight

          

        

      

    

    
      “There’s going to be another body soon. This time you won’t find the killer.”

      “It’s been three weeks, Betsy,” I said. “Can we stop reliving the creepy phone call?”

      Betsy crossed into her kitchen, eyes darting. She had been looking for her wallet for almost ten minutes with no luck. “Sorry. I know you don’t want to talk about it anymore. The night you received that ominous phone call was the scariest night of your life, and you don’t want to relive it.”

      I stood from the counter where I’d been sitting and joined Betsy in her search. “I’ve personally discovered multiple dead bodies. The phone call barely phased me. Besides, you should be the one shaking in terror. If you don’t find your wallet soon we're going to be late for the classic car show, and you’re not going to be able to claim your first place prize.”

      Betsy shot a look at me. “Don’t even talk that way, girl. Old Aunt Ida didn’t bequeath her gorgeous red Mustang to me for no reason. That baby is a show car, and it deserves its time in the sun. You know, 1969 was a peak year—”

      “Peak year for Mustangs. I’m aware, Betsy. That’s why I’m trying to get you out the door. Maybe we can leave without the wallet.”

      Betsy shook her head. “You need a copy of your license to register,” said Betsy. “What a scam.”

      “I guess that makes sense, though. I mean, it’s a car show.”

      Betsy jostled something out of the freezer and then hoisted it up in the air. “Found it! Should have known it would have been in with the ice cream.” Betsy breathed on the wallet, presumably to thaw it out. The thing was covered in freezerburn and barely recognizable.

      “I’ll get a hairdryer,” I said. “We’re going to need to thaw that thing out in order to get the zipper to open.”

      “No time. I’ll put it in my back pocket and rely on the immense heat generated by my rear to bring this thing back from the Ice Age.” Betsy grabbed the keys to her red Mustang off a hook on the wall. “Let’s go. I’m ready to win that trophy. You know it comes with a fifty dollar gift certificate to the Big Baby Diner, right?”

      I chuckled. “You’ve mentioned. In fact, I think you said you wanted to share that prize with me.”

      Betsy scoffed. “Fat chance. And I mean literally. I’m going to spend the entire thing on milkshakes for my own self.”

      Betsy breezed out of her tiny house, smiling. But her smile soon faded, because when we pulled up to the classic car show in the Big Baby Diner parking lot, the first car we saw was a cherry red 1969 Mustang, just like hers. Betsy parked next to the other Mustang and climbed out of her car. “Whose car is this? You’re breaking the rules. I’ve got the ‘69 Mustang in this car show. There can’t be two.”

      An older woman with dyed blonde hair climbed out of the other Mustang. She was wearing jeans and a leather jacket, but I got the sense she reserved the jacket for special occasions. It looked new and almost like a costume worn for the car show. The woman removed a pair of sunglasses to reveal intense, light blue eyes. “No rules state that there can only be one Mustang per show. You’re scared because my car is better than yours.”

      “They’re exactly the same,” said Betsy.

      The woman laughed. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. My vehicle has been restored with 100% historical accuracy. Every little piece of this car is exactly as it would have been in 1969. Your headlights are aftermarket, and not even vintage. It terrifies me to think what blasphemy might’ve been perpetrated on the interior of your vehicle. Let me guess: you had a CD player installed?”

      Betsy crossed her arms. “I didn’t. My car is original. Aunt Ida was obsessed with this thing, and she took care of it like it was a big, four ton red baby.”

      “These cars don’t weigh four tons, sweetie. Stop talking. You’re showing your ignorance.”

      Sensing the rising tension, I stepped forward with open arms. “There’s plenty of room for two 1969 red Mustangs in this car show, ladies. Miss, your car is beautiful. My friend Betsy’s car is also beautiful. I say we let the best vehicle win.”

      “No!” The woman snapped. “I don’t want another ‘69 red Mustang in this event.”

      “You just said two of the same cars are allowed,” I said.

      “It may be allowed, but I don’t like it. This car is everything to me. I don’t want people drifting away and looking at your hunk of junk instead of my beautiful, pristine Mustang. I’m a nurse. You know what that means? I spend all day, every day on my feet, helping people. And you know what I get in return? Nothing. I put up with crisis after crisis, I’m met with rudeness and thankless faces. This car is my relaxation. I won’t let you take that from me. You’re ruining everything.”

      “If your car is so much better, I’m sure you’ll win,” I said. “There’s no reason you both can’t enter the contest.”

      “I guess that’s fine with me.” Betsy looked away and shook her head, “But I don’t like it.”

      “It’s not fine with me. Get in your piece of junk, start it, and drive it away.”

      A bald man, around fifty, approached. He was wearing a uniform from the movie theater in nearby Burbank. The guy had an ingratiating smile. “Everything OK over here, Wendy?”

      “Back off, Craig. You can’t interfere in my life anymore. But if you must know, these ladies are trying to steal my roaring thunder, and I won’t have it. But it’s not your problem, so don’t worry about it.”

      The man looked away and swallowed what appeared to be a large bite of pride. Then he exhaled a deep breath and turned back to Wendy. “This other Mustang doesn’t even have original headlights, Wendy. The taillights are also aftermarket. I looked. This means a lot to you, I know that. But you can’t personally disqualify another contestant, just because they have the same car as you. I say you let them enter and allow the judges to teach them a lesson.”

      I scrunched up my nose. “You know we can hear you, right?”

      The man flashed me that ingratiating smile. “I’m just trying to help, lady.”

      Wendy glared at Betsy. “Fine. You can enter. But if you park that thing anywhere near me, I’m going to kill you.” Wendy turned to the man. “And if somehow that car beats mine, you’re dead too.”

      Betsy and I climbed back into her Mustang. My legs wobbled as I walked. The woman’s death threats had been pretty casual, as far as death threats go. But that creepy phone call was still ringing in my head, and the two ominous messages together gave me a strong feeling that someone was going to die soon.

      I was right.
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      Champagne slowly filled the flute as I poured. Bubbles danced in the elegant glass like they were happy. But when I handed the drink to Betsy, she scowled.

      

      “Losers don’t deserve champagne. I can’t believe forty-three cars placed above me.”

      

      I kept an eye on Betsy as I filled my glass. “Don’t be too hard on yourself. This was your first car show ever. It’s an accomplishment just to participate.”

      

      “That kind of encouraging garbage is what poisoned the minds of our entire generation. I don’t believe in participation trophies. Trophies are for winners.” Betsy took a big sip of her champagne. “More champagne, please.”

      

      I topped off her glass and took a sip from mine.

      

      Flush…

      Granny emerged from the bathroom, drying her hands on a towel. “It’s so nice to hear a loser who knows she’s a loser. And it’s not just the participation trophies that poisoned the brains of your generation. It’s also the obsession with kindness, and equality, and talking about your feelings. The men and women of my generation never talked about the way we feel, and we turned out perfect.”

      

      I chuckled. “Perfect and modest and humble all at once.”

      

      Granny gestured toward my champagne glass. “That for me?”

      

      I took a sip. “This is my glass, actually.”

      

      “I’m talking about the bottle, kid. Slide it over and let Granny take a slug. Even though Bets here is a total failure, I’m still gonna drink like she won. Pretend victory is better than no victory at all.”

      

      “You’re serious?” I said. “I’ve never seen you drink straight from the bottle.”

      

      “Another skill mastered by my generation.” Granny grabbed a bottle and took a drink. She wiped her mouth and smirked, “The bubbles feel good on my tongue.”

      

      Fluffy, my furry white Persian cat, jumped up on the counter. Granny held the bottle out toward him. “You want a sip, Fluffy? What’s twenty-one in cat years?”

      

      I snatched the bottle back from Granny. “No feeding booze to my kitty.”

      

      Granny eyed my puppy, Lucky, who was asleep in his play area. I stood between her and the dog. “No alcohol for the puppy, either.”

      

      Granny tossed her head back and laughed. “Your generation is gullible, too. Come on. I’m not going to give champagne to the animals. That would be a waste of alcohol.”

      

      “Yeah,” said Betsy. “Save it for me so I can drown my sorrows.”

      

      Betsy’s phone rang. She glanced at it to check the number.

      

      “Who was that?” I asked. “Spam?”

      

      Betsy shrugged, “I don’t know the number. Probably someone from the car show calling to remind me I lost.” Betsy picked up the call.

      

      Why? I’ll never know. I have a policy against answering unknown phone calls. Call me crazy, but I don’t enjoy being told I’m going to go to jail for not paying an auto policy that I never took out. Spam drives me nuts. But I’m going off on a tangent.

      

      “Hello. This is Betsy speaking. Loser of the classic car show. How may I help you?”

      

      Betsy had the phone on speaker so we could hear the reply. “Glad to hear you’ve accepted your loser status.”

      

      The voice was familiar to me. Harsh and judgmental. But I couldn’t figure out to whom it belonged. Neither could Betsy. She replied with narrowed eyes. “Who is this?”

      

      “Wendy Franklin. You might remember me. Owner of the genuine ‘69 Mustang. Did you hear I took home the gold?”

      

      Granny took a step toward the phone. “I think you bribed the judges. Your car was boring and predictable. Your victory shocked me.”

      

      “That’s the same car I had, remember?” Betsy hung her head. “Boring and predictable.”

      

      “It’s a red Mustang, Betsy,” said Granny. “It’s the most boring and predictable classic car that exists.”

      

      “Whoever you are, old lady, stop talking. You’re wrong about Mustangs. Some are trash, but others are inspiring. Mine is of the inspiring variety.”

      

      “Whatever.” Granny took another drink from the bottle of champagne. Betsy finished her glass and poured herself another. “Congratulations on your win, Ms. Franklin. You taught me a lot about classic cars. I’m ashamed to admit I had no idea that the headlights on my Mustang had been salvaged from an old Honda. Aunt Ida always bragged that her Mustang was 100% American, just like her. I should have known that was a lie, because Aunt Ida was born in Europe. The woman had strong, Polish legs. She once walked twenty miles just to use a pay phone.”

      

      “Who did you need to call that bad?” I said.

      

      “Moviefone,” said Betsy. “The woman loved the cinema.”

      

      “Why didn’t she drive her Mustang to the payphone?” I sat on a stool and crossed my legs. “Why didn’t she have a phone in her house?”

      

      “I don’t know, I’m clearly not a detective like you, because I never asked questions like those.” Betsy sat on a stool beside me. She brought her phone up to her eyes to look at the call status. “Ms. Franklin. Are you still there?”

      

      “Still here. Waiting for you and your strange friends to conclude your ridiculous conversation.”

      

      “We’re done,” said Betsy. “Although now I wish Aunt Ida were here. I have so many questions for her. Never even asked what movie she wanted to see so bad…”

      

      “Great. Wonderful catching up with one of the biggest losers of the day. But I didn’t call just to chat. Listen, I threw my bag in the back of your Mustang by accident. I need you to bring it to me.”

      

      “If your Mustang is so much better than Betsy’s, how’d you get them confused?” said Granny.

      

      “Yeah,” I said, unable to think of anything more clever or cutting.

      

      “I was high from my victory,” said Wendy.

      

      “Drive over here and pick it up yourself,” said Granny.

      

      Wendy chuckled. “My Mustang doesn’t leave the house after dark. And my daily ride is in the shop. You going to bring me the bag, or am I going to have to call the cops and report you for stealing it?”

      

      Betsy put the phone on mute and looked over at me and Granny. Her eyes looked big and watery. It was almost as though Betsy, normally brash and fearless, was scared of Wendy Franklin.

      

      When Betsy spoke her voice was small and barely above a whisper. “What should I do?”
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      Wendy lived in an enormous old home on Nelson Avenue in Toluca Lake. The house was a mashup of a couple different styles, most notably Victorian and old American Farmhouse. There was a large turret on the roof, and there was lattice work around all the windows. But the place was also simple and square. It had a large wraparound porch and a big bay window in front.

      Despite the building’s obvious charm, the place had not been well-maintained. Its green paint peeled. An old air-conditioning unit drooped out of an upstairs window. Several tiles were missing from the roof.

      I pulled up in front of the house and parked. “Alright. Let’s try to remain civil in there.”

      “That lady has a hostile energy. I’m a lamb. Like all lambs, I’m usually peaceful. But I can also attack.” Betsy climbed out of the van and I followed suit, thinking about whether or not lambs are prone to attack. What would a lamb attack look like? Baaad news.

      Betsy pointed at the bay window. “Great Christmas tree window on this place. Too bad the lady inside is the devil. I doubt she celebrates.”

      “Quiet down.” I held my finger to my lips.

      “The devil always knows they’re the devil, Amy,” said Betsy. “She’d probably take it as a compliment.”

      The front door was open halfway. “Love Me Do” by The Beatles echoed from somewhere inside the house. I knocked on the metal frame to the screen door, and it rattled against the wood. “Hello? Anybody home?”

      “We have your bag,” said Betsy. Then she stood straight upright. “Wait. No we don’t. We left it in the van.”

      “I’ll get it. You stay here in case she comes to the door.” I hurried down the front steps and back toward the Creature Comforts van. We had taken the van because Betsy did not want to give the impression that she treated her Mustang more poorly than Wendy treated hers. If Wendy didn’t drive her Mustang at night, Betsy didn’t want to drive her Mustang after dark either. Although neither Betsy nor I could figure out why that might be, other than an overabundance of caution, Betsy refused to drive her Mustang on principle.

      Anyway, the bag Wendy had mistakenly left in Betsy’s car was a black leather briefcase. Betsy and I had expected to find a purse or shopping bag in Betsy’s Mustang, so the briefcase had surprised us. As I reached into the van and clasped the case by its snakeskin handle, it surprised me still. The briefcase was so formal and old-fashioned, like something a big city lawyer would have taken to work in the eighties.

      Women should feel free to accessorize with anything that strikes their fancy, I firmly believe that. But the briefcase was an unexpected piece. It further intrigued me that the case had been locked. Although Betsy and I had been tempted to try to crack the code on the little metal dial, we had resisted. But the sleuth inside me wished we had beaten the briefcase open with a hammer to review the contents inside.

      I arrived on the porch to find Betsy all alone, arms crossed, foot tapping impatiently. “This lady is messing with us, Amy. She tells us to come over, but she won’t answer the door. It’s ridiculous. Let’s just go inside and leave the briefcase.”

      “That’s asking for trouble,” I said. “This thing is locked. Seems to me like it contains important documents. We need to find Wendy and hand it to her.”

      Betsy reached out and grabbed the handle on the screen door. I caught Betsy by the wrist. “The lady is intense, Betsy. Let’s not go in until we’re invited.”

      “I’m not going to stand here all night. I have YouTube videos to watch. I have cookies to eat.”

      “We’ll be eating cookies soon enough. Let’s check around back.”

      I jumped down the front steps two at a time, trotted over to the driveway, and started to walk up to it. There was a large garage at the top of the driveway. The garage door was open. As I got closer, I noticed vintage car posters on the walls of the garage, hung alongside shelves lined with tools, lug nuts, and motor oil.

      “This must be where she keeps her Mustang,” I said. “Weird, it’s not in there now.”

      “Beautiful garage.” Betsy sighed. “No wonder my car didn’t win. I park it on the street, and it’s often used as a toilet by our feathered friends. I feel silly for entering the contest in the first place.”

      Betsy kept talking, but her words all jumbled together in my mind as I walked toward the garage. Something about that place felt off. The Mustang should have been parked inside. Wendy should have been in her house. She should have answered when we knocked on the front door.

      Questions raced through my head like classic cars drag-racing down Riverside Drive. But the questions came to a screeching halt when I entered the garage. There, partially obscured by a workbench, was Wendy Franklin. She was motionless, arms and legs splayed out like the cartoon image of a body that would soon be outlined in chalk. Her head was bleeding.

      My face whitened as I knelt beside Wendy’s body. Her hand felt heavy when I took it in mine. I felt for a pulse, but there was nothing.

      Wendy Franklin was dead.
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      Summer tended to arise out of nowhere in Southern California. Usually it showed up mid- to late July some time. In the Valley, that meant strings of hot desert days, ninety degrees or above, sometimes for weeks on end. The heat lasted well into October, sometimes stretching past Halloween. But its arrival was always a surprise.

      That year, I first felt summer while I was looking down at Wendy’s body. Yes, a woman was dead. But for some reason, that little intrusive thought about the heat wiggled its way into my mind, and then it slipped out of my mouth. “It hasn’t been this hot at night all year. Feels like summer has finally arrived.”

      “Goodness me, Amy,” said Betsy. “Finding all these dead bodies has made you jaded. Are you seriously thinking about the weather right now?”

      I shook my head. “No. Not really. The thought just popped into my brain. I think we’re headed for a hot week.”

      “You’re still talking about the weather.”

      I took a few steps from the body and turned my back to it. My right hand was shaking. I grabbed it with my left to steady myself. “One or both of us are going to be a suspect in this murder. I’m sure word has traveled about your argument with Wendy at the car show. It’s unfortunate we’re the ones that found the body. We need to call the police, but first… clues. Do you see the murder weapon?”

      Betsy shook her head.

      I crossed back to Wendy’s body, doing my best not to look at the more gruesome elements of the crime scene. A tire iron rested a few feet from Wendy’s head. One end of the tire iron was caked in blood. “Here it is. Murder weapon.”

      Betsy bit a fingernail. “Vintage tire iron. The killer must have grabbed it off the wall. But why would they have left it here?”

      I gave Betsy a meaningful look. She clasped her hands over her mouth. “Whoever did this left the tire iron there because they want the police to think — you think the killer wants to frame me?”

      “You and Wendy argued about cars. A few hours later she’s murdered with a tire iron. The cops are going to be looking at you for this.”

      Betsy brought both hands to her head. “No, no, no. I don’t want to go to prison for life. I look weird in uniforms. There’s so much more left for me to accomplish. I haven’t sold any of my screenplays. And they don’t have any animals in prison, Amy. You can’t have pets.”

      Betsy fell into my arms. I held her and patted her on the shoulder. “It’s OK, Betsy. I’m not going to let you go to jail for a crime you didn’t commit. Besides, you were with me and Granny all night. You have an alibi.”

      “No one is going to trust that alibi,” said Betsy. “Everyone knows how close the three of us are. And the cops already hate you. They think you’re an intrusive sleuth who undermined the respectability of this town. And they’re right.”

      “Betsy, you need to calm down.” I stepped back and took a deep breath. “There have to be more clues in this garage.”

      “The Mustang is gone,” said Betsy. “Maybe the killer stole it. Maybe this was a burglary gone wrong.”

      “That’s a possibility.” I pointed to a huge stack of boxes in the corner of the garage. “And look at all that. The boxes are all labeled for different rooms of the house. Seems like Wendy was just moving in.”

      “Or maybe moving out,” said Betsy, “Although I’m not sure why that would have gotten her killed.”

      “We’re just taking in the scene, cataloguing anything that might be pertinent. We can assess its relevance later. There has to be more.”

      “Her husband isn’t home,” said Betsy. “Maybe he killed her and disappeared in the Mustang. It didn’t seem to me like they got along very well this afternoon.”

      “Another good point.”

      A bat flew into the garage, its leathery wings beating at a jittery pace. Betsy and I shrieked and stumbled backwards. The bat zig-zagged overhead for a few seconds before finding its way out of the garage again.

      “Let’s get out of here.” Betsy walked toward the exit.

      “We can’t. Not yet.” I closed my eyes. “We need to search the body.”

      “Amy, you know I don’t like bats. Or—”

      “Dead bodies? I know. It’s not going to be a very fun task. But we need all the information we can find if we’re going to defend you properly.”

      “No one has even accused me yet,” said Betsy.

      “They will.” I lowered the garage door halfway, to prevent bats and other intruders.

      As I crossed back toward Wendy’s body, my hands began to shake once more. I took a long breath in through my nostrils, held it for three seconds, and exhaled. My dad had taught me the importance of deep breathing in stressful situations when I was a kid, always scared of a coyote howl or the rustling of a bear nearby. I hadn’t used the trick in years. Funny how parents find their way to you in the most unexpected moments.

      I squatted down beside Wendy’s body and looked her up and down, slow and careful. “First thing that hits me is the smell.”

      “Rotting flesh already?” said Betsy.

      I shook my head. “Ew, no. Whiskey.” I patted Wendy’s pockets, searching for I don’t know what. The charm bracelet on her left wrist caught my eye. There was a tennis racket charm, a bowling ball charm, a sports car charm, and several others. For some reason, that hit me sideways and I felt a sudden sorrow for this woman I barely knew. “This is so sad. Another victim in Toluca Lake. Yeah, this lady was mean to you. But she didn’t deserve to die. She had a full life, and I’m sure people are going to miss her. I hope… I hope she rests in peace.”

      “Ditto,” said Betsy.

      I gave Betsy a look, questioning her invocation of the word ‘ditto’ in such a somber moment. She shrugged. “It’s what came to mind.”

      All of Wendy’s pockets were empty except one. In her front left pants pocket, there was something small, hard and circular. I fished it out, careful to be respectful of her position. The object was small and bronze or copper, about the size of a coin or poker chip. I held it up to the light and read the inscription. “To thine own self be true.”

      Betsy leaned down to take a look. “Looks like an Alcoholics Anonymous chip. That’s odd, considering the stench of whiskey.”

      “Maybe she fell off the wagon, or got back on it, whatever the expression is,” I said.

      “You think she might have done this to herself?” Betsy continued in a very soft tone of voice. “Maybe something happened in her personal life. She had the bottle. I don’t know… Took matters into her own hands.”

      I squinted up at Betsy. “With a tire iron?”

      Betsy shrugged. “I guess probably not.”

      Knock, knock. A fist was rapping on the metal garage door.

      “Hello?” I asked, in an oddly chirpy voice. I pocketed the chip, and slowly began to raise the door to reveal…

      Wendy’s husband, Craig.

      And he did not look happy.
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      If you’ve never had to tell someone their significant other has died… lucky you. The experience was more than heart-wrenching. It was heart-destroying, heart-annihilating, heart-decimating. The moment I told Craig that Wendy was dead on the floor was so intense, I hardly felt like I was there for it. My memory wasn’t of actually speaking to Craig. Rather, I saw myself from a bird’s eye view, my mouth moving, my hands shaking. Watching from overhead as Craig shifted from denial to acceptance as he saw Wendy sprawled there on the floor.

      It’s hard to say how Craig might remember the moment. Maybe he had an out of body experience as well. Maybe he barely remembered charging across the garage, face paler with every step. Maybe he had only vague recollections of pushing over a table of tools or glaring at Betsy and me like we were killers.

      Not sure I’ll ever know what he was truly thinking then or how he remembered the event. His emotions and his actions were huge. Larger than life. Maybe that’s to be expected when someone learns their wife has died, or worse, likely been murdered. But part of me also thought Craig might have been overreacting, seeming stunned or surprised the way people react on TV to horrifying news. It was hard to tell if his emotions were genuine. I felt a little guilty for questioning his behavior, but I suppose that’s the life of the sleuth.

      Was that a grieving man before me, or a killer, or both?

      Detective Rotund removed his old-fashioned Bowler hat as he entered the garage. He had already spoken with Craig by that point. The body had already been carted off in an ambulance. But Rotund had taken his time before speaking to us, made us wait in the garage while he conducted his other business.

      Betsy and I rose from the bench where we had been sitting when Rotund entered. He spoke in his trademark annoying French accent. “No need to stand just for moi.”

      “Are you ready to talk to us?” said Betsy, “Because it’s way past my bedtime. And I don’t need beauty sleep, per se, but I do need regular people sleep. My sexiness level is probably a six out of ten, but I need to sleep like a perfect ten would.”

      Rotund stared at Betsy for a moment, like she was an alien. Then his gaze shifted to me. “So you found another body. Interesting how that keeps happening. Some might say suspicious. Tell me more.”

      Once we had permission to speak, Betsy and I told our side of what had happened. We didn’t spare any detail nor did we try to hide anything from Rotund. We had learned on prior investigations that there was little point in keeping things from the police. It was best to cooperate to avoid their suspicion, even if that meant risking that they would use one of our clues or insights in a way that compromised our end of the investigation.

      I suppose now is as good a time as any to let you know that the Toluca Lake Police Department was not operating at the top of its game. Detective Rotund, who, true to his name, had a tummy like a beach ball, was used to helping old ladies find their cats. A valuable public service, but he didn’t have the training or instincts necessary to solve murders. Toluca Lake had been relatively peaceful throughout his long career. Nonetheless, he always acted like the most accomplished detective in the entire world. Walked around with his head held high and his hands in his pockets.

      My kind of, sort of, love interest, Detective Mike Fine, was the only other detective in the department. Mike was sweet and well-meaning but not any better equipped than Rotund. Mike was new on the job, and had just gotten promoted. Weirdly, he was not with Rotund that evening.

      “Where’s Mike?” I said after a round of Rotund’s silly questions.

      “The wax of those bees does not apply to you,” said Rotund.

      Betsy scrunched up her nose. “You mean it’s none of our beeswax?”

      “I said what I mean.”

      I scratched my head. “Is he on another case or something?”

      “Yes,” Rotund snapped. “This is not the only crime in Toluca Lake tonight.”

      I took a step toward Rotund. “I hope everything’s OK. Is there another murder? What happened?”

      “There was not another murder, and I will not share any further information with you.” Rotund took a moment and smoothed a few wrinkles on his coat. “Now, the two of you may leave this garage and return to your homes, but do not leave Toluca Lake.” He glared at Betsy. “Especially you. You must remain in town.”

      Betsy and I muttered in agreement, then hurried out of the garage and out toward the Creature Comforts van. As we were leaving, I cast a look up toward the Franklin home. Craig was standing on the front porch with his arms crossed. From that distance, I couldn’t make eye contact with him. But I could see the whites of his eyes in the darkness, and I wondered if those were the last eyes Wendy Franklin ever saw.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            Cards on the Table

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as I dropped Betsy off at her house, I pulled out my phone and called Granny. It was late, nearly midnight, but that was early for Granny. After years and years sitting around poker tables and winning big money, she claimed midnight felt like dinnertime to her.

      I was afraid Granny was going to plead playing poker when I called, actually. That wouldn’t suit me. The night had been stressful, and I needed to assess everything I had learned and review it with a trusted elder. Granny had the sharpest mind of anyone I had ever known. Once again, probably from the poker. Although her physical stature was unimpressive at four feet and eleven inches (she and I were equally short), she towered above me intellectually. I was proud to say my grandma could’ve been anything. I was even more proud to say she chose to open Creature Comforts with me, when she should have been enjoying retirement and playing as many cards as her old fingers could shuffle.

      Granny had spent a long time out in Pine Grove, New York. She ran a flower shop there, and lived in a cute little retirement home. Although she had found herself caught up in a few murder investigations in Pine Grove, she’d never acted as an amateur sleuth until she and I got back out to California. You might know this already, but I followed Granny out to New York with my boyfriend at the time. It was after he broke my heart that Granny suggested the move back to the Los Angeles area.

      The guy cheated, all right? I know you’re probably wondering. Everybody loves a little bit of good gossip. Want a little more? I caught him in the forest with the girl he chose over me. To be honest, she was wonderful. He didn’t deserve her. But he didn’t deserve me either. I would tell you his name but that’s too much of an honor. The guy will always be known as Furball from here on out on account of all the hair on his back.

      Granny listened patiently as I told her all about what had happened with Wendy, Craig, and Rotund. When I was finished reviewing the details of the investigation, she asked if I wanted to come over and sleep at her apartment at Toluca Gardens. I can’t say the thought wasn’t tempting. Granny’s place would always be a comfort to me, with its floral wallpaper and everlasting scent of burnt coffee and Chinese food. But I had Fluffy and Lucky to take care of, and Fluffy wasn’t much of a car cat, so I told Granny I was headed home. And that’s exactly what I did.

      When I got back to my place, I fed the cat and the dog, and we all sat on the couch together as I fed myself. After a few hours, I crawled into bed and didn’t wake up until Lucky licked my face the next morning. I pushed him off, laughing. “Nice to see you too, Lucky. Get off, get off!” Lucky jumped over my body and attacked my face from a different angle. I gave in, grabbed him around the middle and pulled him close. “Alright, fine. I’m awake!”

      Seconds later, Fluffy jumped up on the bed. He didn’t want to lick me though. No. Fluffy was much weirder than that. He just sat on the pillow near my head and watched as Lucky and I played. “Hey Fluffy,” I said.

      Fluffy swished his tail at me, but that’s all I got. I chuckled. “Good morning to you, too.”

      I sat up and gathered Lucky and Fluffy onto my lap. “Last night was rough. You guys have no idea. Dead lady, mad husband, round, suspicious French cop…” The cat and dog were staring blankly at me. “Right. You don’t care, you just want breakfast.”

      It was a Sunday, so I took my time getting dressed and making coffee that morning. I chatted with Fluffy and Lucky all the while, asking them about their days, their hopes, their dreams, and everything in between. I was in the middle of imagining Lucky’s future, marrying a show dog and running off to Tuscany, when I got a call from Granny and picked up.

      “You’re not here,” said Granny.

      “I am here. I’m not there. Where are you?”

      “I’m at the Big Baby. We made a plan last night. We were supposed to meet at 9 AM. I texted Betsy everything. Now it’s just the two of us sitting in our booth with nothing to talk about. We don’t have chemistry. It’s awkward.”

      “She’s lying,” said Betsy, commandeering the phone. “We’ve been talking about the C – A – S – E.”

      There was some banging and commotion, and then Granny was back in charge of the phone. “We’re surrounded by adults, Betsy. They’re not actually babies. They can spell. Also, need I remind you, this is Toluca Lake. Everyone sitting in this restaurant already knows about Wendy Franklin and the two of you.”

      “Maybe I like to spell for no reason,” said Betsy.

      “Amy, you need to get over here.” Granny sounded exhausted.

      “I’ll be there in five.”

      Fifteen minutes later, I hurried into the Big Baby Diner. My friend Jess, who owned and operated the diner, met me at the door. She had long blonde hair and a sardonic streak that delighted me. “You’re finally here.” Jess’s big blue eyes got wide. “Granny and Betsy need you.”

      “What do you mean, they need me?” I said.

      “They’ve been playing tic-tac-toe to pass the time, and I think it’s about to get violent,” said Jess. “My money is on Granny, although Betsy is a fighter.”

      “I’m sure everything is fine,” I said.

      Everything was not fine. A game of tic-tac-toe concluded as I approached Granny and Betsy’s table. I knew the game had concluded, because Granny stood up with a small piece of paper in her hand and yelled, “I dominated you. Now kiss my feet, peasant.”

      Yes, that’s a direct quote. I hurried over with fast, urgent steps. “You two are making a scene.”

      “We’re playing a game. We’re having fun,” said Betsy. “I’m not really gonna kiss your feet though, Petunia.”

      “Wimp,” Granny said.

      I blinked a few times, confused. “But Jess said you two were at each other’s throats.”

      “Yeah,” said Granny. “That’s the fun part. No one takes tic-tac-toe seriously enough in this country anymore. When I was a kid the game was do or die. Betsy, for whatever reason, understands, and she plays with the killer instinct.”

      An obnoxious French voice boomed from behind us. “I hope the young woman maintains that killer instinct in jail.”

      My stomach dropped as I turned and saw Detective Rotund standing less than a foot away. He was holding handcuffs and smirking his restrained French smile. “Betsy Roland, you’re under arrest for the murder of Wendy Franklin.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            7

          

          
            
Fluffy’s Tail, Part One

          

        

      

    

    
      Life is a never-ending string of new beginnings. They say we cats have nine lives. My mother always said she was on her eighth. I often wondered about my own number, how my past and future lives compared to my present. My mother was a wise cat, and she’d always said it was best not to spend too much time twitching whiskers about things we don’t know. But still, I wondered.

      A new life? Sure. That’s one type of new beginning. But every morning when we wake up that’s also a new beginning. Each day is a new chance to be the cat you want to be. A new chance to define what drives you, motivates you, makes you the feline you truly are.

      I was thinking about all this on the morning Mouse showed me how to reach the outside. Yes, one of my closest acquaintances was a rodent. I’m aware it’s odd. Although she and I began as adversaries, we had grown close. Some might say we were best friends. Some might say our unconventional friendship was cute, or adorable, or so sweet.

      I don’t use those words but some do.

      Amy had been exhausted that morning. I had enjoyed watching Lucky annoy her in bed. Lucky was rambunctious like that. I’d learned not to judge him. He, like all species, had much to teach. Not one of us is anything if we are not lifelong learners.

      It had been a relaxing morning. Amy had taken her time in bed. She had ground fresh coffee beans for her morning shot of caffeine. And although her movements were a bit tense and tight, I expected something was wrong… She was prioritizing herself that morning. And I liked that. When Amy was happy, we were all happy.

      Then like a crack of lightning on an open pool, Granny called, and Amy hurried out. I didn’t mind. In many ways I preferred to be alone. But I wasn’t alone for long. Because as soon as I settled on the couch Mouse scurried out from one of her many little holes, ran out into the living room, and looked at me.

      “I don’t know what you want.” I sat up. She just kept looking at me. Then Mouse scurried into the kitchen, paused, turned around, and ran back to look at me. I hopped off the couch. “You want me to follow you?”

      My small friend squeaked, and then squeaked some more. I took that to mean I had been correct. Once again, she turned and darted to the kitchen. I padded after her, but I did not adopt her frantic energy. I find it’s best to center oneself within oneself. Perhaps that sounded pretentious, but all I’m trying to say: I like to be chill when possible.

      Mouse led me around to the back of the refrigerator. I followed her. There I found a hole just big enough to fit a Fluffy. Mouse entered the hole, and so did I. Then I found myself in a secret passageway. The passageway, once again, was Fluffy-sized. All was dark at that point. I couldn’t see Mouse but I could hear her squeaks and the rustling of her footsteps. I followed those sounds until, suddenly…

      I was in the backyard!

      Mouse darted out into the green grass, then turned and looked at me. I chuckled. “Yes, Mouse. You’ve done a good job. Thank you for sharing this miraculous exit to the great outdoors.”

      Mouse ran in circles. At that point, I couldn’t help but catch her zealous excitement like a cold. I, too, ran in circles. Mouse darted across the yard and I darted after her. I caught up to Mouse and playfully swiped at her. She dodged my swipe and then ran between my legs, confusingly. I did the cat version of a laugh, a gentle upturn of my whiskered cheeks. Although we don’t speak the same language, I suspected Mouse laughed as well. After some time Mouse led me back to the little hole and darted inside, once again heading for the interior of Amy’s apartment. I stopped and looked around before I went back inside. Though I never felt confined in the kingdom of Amy’s apartment, which I undoubtedly ruled, that taste of pure, wild freedom had invigorated me. I scanned the yard and let out a deep exhale of appreciation. And that’s when I spotted It… From Amy’s yard the neighbor’s home was visible. And there was a cat in the window.

      We made eye contact. She was a tabby cat, orange with green eyes and pointy ears. Unusual, since orange tabbies are most often boys. Yes, I knew right away… There was something different about this cat. I took a step toward her but it was one step too many. The tabby jumped off of the windowsill and disappeared into her home. I gave a nod to the empty sill. “Until we meet again.”
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      The Toluca Lake Police Department was housed in a Spanish-style building just off Main Street. The place had a classic, salmon-colored tiled roof. A wide brick walkway led to the front door. And landscaped flowers and shrubbery lined the walk.

      If not for the words, ‘Toluca Lake Police Department’ on the front door, it would have been easy to mistake the place for a private home.

      Granny and I went straight to the police department after Betsy’s arrest at the Big Baby. We must have looked silly speed-walking toward the department with our hands on our hips. I noticed a couple of teenage boys filming us on their phones as we hurried past Eleanor’s Bakeshop. But neither Granny nor I could be concerned with appearances, not at that point, not ever. Amateur sleuths must always remain focused on the task at hand. And pet groomers should always be more concerned with the appearances of the animals they’re grooming than their personal appearances.

      We entered the police department to find Toluca Lake’s Chief of Police, Samuel, sitting behind the front desk. No one in town seemed to know for how long Samuel had been Chief, but rumor was it had been half a century or more. The guy was slender, pale, and let’s just say, ripened by age.

      Granny charged right up to the desk. “Look alive, Sammy. Our girl just got arrested. We need to talk to her.”

      I slammed both palms down on the counter. The sound perked Samuel up a bit. “Better yet we need to bail her out.”

      Samuel squinted at me like I was brighter than a thousand California suns. “No bail has been set. Stand by.” Samuel clicked around on his computer for a few seconds. At first I thought we were standing by for him to accomplish something on the computer. Then I noticed he was playing the world’s slowest game of solitaire. When I looked around the police department, it did not surprise me to see that there were no other officers in the building. Toluca Lakes police force was notoriously small. Other than Rotund, Mike, and Samuel, I wasn’t sure anyone else worked there.

      “We’d like to visit Betsy, Sam. Take us back there.” Granny leaned forward. “Maybe now.”

      The good thing about Samuel was that he was a pretty agreeable guy when he was alert and awake. He rose from his seat and led us back toward the holding cell as soon as Granny requested a visit with Betsy.

      During our long, slow march, I reflected on what Granny had told me about Samuel over the years. It was important to note that the man’s slow and, some might say, thoughtful nature was not something that had developed with the years. Granny told me he had been that way as long as she could remember. The guy had been appointed Chief of Police by his father, who had also been Chief. Toluca Lake had been suffering from the impact of that nepotism throughout Samuel’s slow and plodding reign. In all honesty, I suppose suffering is a strong word. Toluca Lake had had very little crime until the recent murders, and Samuel was celebrated and respected as a local figurehead.

      Betsy rushed to the front of the cell and grabbed the bars when she saw us. To my surprise, the door of the jail cell opened a bit when Betsy grabbed on.

      “Finally, you two are here,” said Betsy. “I’m rotting away in this place.”

      “We walked right over,” said Granny. “It doesn’t appear there are any forces of nature keeping you locked up. The door to that place just swung open like a doorway to an old saloon. Does that thing swing in both directions? That would be fun.”

      Betsy spoke in a hushed tone. “Should I make a break for it? Is that what this is?”

      I glanced back toward the main office where I knew Samuel was sitting. “Probably not the best idea.”

      Betsy nodded. “Rotund just went back to his office. He’ll be back in a second. You two need to solve this murder. Are you going to take it on?”

      “Obviously, we’re taking the case,” said Granny. “It’s insulting that you would imply otherwise.”

      “We were already working the case before you got arrested. We came to bail you out, but they haven’t set bail for some reason,” I said. “Did Rotund say anything when he brought you here? Do they have strong evidence?”

      Betsy shrugged. “He didn’t say anything. I told him I wanted a lawyer. But I could be stuck in here for months if this thing has to go through the courts. You guys need to find the real killer. I can’t spend months away from Creature Comforts. Shaving those animals brings me peace. It brings me peace, Amy.”

      “Relax.” I opened the door to the cell a little further and slipped inside with Betsy. “It’s a good thing you’re not a real criminal, because this is a very flawed system for retaining suspects.”

      Betsy hugged me like we were saying good-bye forever. “I think it was the husband, Craig. There’s something up with that guy. Or maybe someone from where she works. Or maybe there’s a clue inside that briefcase. We need to cover all the angles. Don’t forget to—”

      Footsteps pounded down the hall, making their way toward us. It was Rotund, face red and eyebrows knit. “No visitors. Get out.”

      “Samuel said this was fine,” said Granny. “So don’t get your French underwear all twisted up.”

      “He said it was fine for you to enter the cell with my prisoner? Doubtful.” Rotund pulled the door to the cell wide open and glared at me. “I can lock you up with her if you want to be in there so bad. But there’s no puppies or kitties in jail, so I’m not sure you would survive.”

      I rolled my eyes and stepped out of the cell. Rotund closed the door and locked it with a huge skeleton key. “Found the right key. So you won’t be going anywhere.”

      “Unless…” Betsy began.

      “Unless what?” Rotund turned to me and Granny. “I won’t hesitate to arrest the two of you if you interfere in this investigation.”

      “We won’t,” I said. “Promise.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Neuf Said

          

        

      

    

    
      After a brief discussion, it was clear to both Granny and me that we needed to start our investigation by questioning Wendy’s husband, Craig. Craig had seemed hostile at the car show, and he had shown up in the garage while we were there. Both those facts seemed suspicious to us, hence the decision. We also didn’t have any other clear suspects which made the choice pretty simple.

      The first place we looked for Craig was back in the Franklin house. The police had cordoned off the garage with yellow caution tape. No one answered, and everything was dark. The place had that creepy ‘someone was murdered here’ energy and it didn’t take long for us to leave.

      I remembered that Craig was wearing a uniform from the Burbank movie theater, so as we were leaving the Franklin home I suggested to Granny we go there.

      “Now is no time to see a movie, kid,” said Granny as she climbed into the Creature Comforts van.

      I climbed into the driver seat. It was hard for me to believe that Granny thought I was suggesting the two of us go see a movie at that moment, so I decided to have some fun with her. “You’re no fun. There’s a new animated movie about two swans who fall in love. I want to go see it, right now. In the middle of an investigation.”

      “Not going to happen.” Granny buckled her seatbelt. “We need to focus on finding Craig. Think about other places he might be. Where does he hang out? Where does he work? Oh, now I see it.”

      I laughed. “The movie theater uniform.”

      “Quit rubbing it in and drive there already.”

      The journey from Toluca Lake to Burbank was quick. We arrived in Burbank’s newfangled town square in just a few minutes. We parked easily because parking is ample and free in Burbank, and we soon found ourselves at the foot of Burbank’s glorious AMC 16.

      The AMC 16 was the movie theater that outshone its peers. A massive, grand staircase rose skyward from the fountain up to the entryway. The staircase was flanked by escalators on either side. And the massive sign above the stairs advertised all the movies that were showing that night.

      One of the posters promoted an animated movie called “Swan Song: An Animated Musical About Swans in Love.” Granny pointed at the sign and chuckled. “You wanted tickets for that?”

      “I did not. But I would be happy to go see that with you once this investigation is closed. It sounds very romantic. The kind of kids movie that makes all the adults in the theater cry quietly.”

      Granny shook her head and climbed the big staircase. She always insisted on climbing the stairs. Claimed it made her feel young. I felt young no matter what, so I rode up the escalator like a spoiled princess.

      We entered the movie theater lobby and were greeted by a round middle-aged man with a twirly mustache. “Hello, and welcome to the glorious AMC 16. Buy a ticket, settle into our plush leather seats, and let the world float away as you embark on a journey like never before.”

      Granny leaned in to get a better look at the guy. “I know you. You work at the library.”

      The man stood tall and smirked. “Pleased to be recognized. I’m a fan of artistic expression in all media, from the written word to the big screen.”

      “You have no idea how to do your job at the library. Remember us? We needed information, and you were no help.”

      The man bit his lip. “I’m afraid to say I’m of no help to anyone at the library. So that information does not assist me in placing you.”

      “You say that like you’re proud,” said Granny. “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t understand either,” said the man. “Were you two here to see a movie, or merely to bully me? I pray it’s the former because I’ve had a hard enough week already.”

      I put a hand in my front pocket. “Hard week? What’s going on?”

      “I’m sure you’ve heard about the vandals.”

      I gave the guy a little shrug. He covered his mouth. “Oh my, the vandals have been terrible. They defaced the entire back of this grand building. Graffiti everywhere. There’s never been graffiti in Burbank before. At least not of this scale. Not in my lifetime.”

      Granny scratched her chin. “Not in mine, either. I’ve lived your lifetime three times. There’s a tongue twister for you.”

      The strange man repeated the phrase, “I’ve lived your lifetime three times,” five times fast. I don’t recommend you try it. It’s hard. When he was finished with the tongue twister, he once again looked proud, like he had forgotten the vandals.

      “Great job,” said Granny. “You’re an excellent speaker. You should be an actor.”

      “Oh, I am,” said the man. “Boron Wilson, at your service. Actor extraordinaire. I do these other jobs just to pass the time while I wait for my big break.”

      I gave the guy an amused smile. “I’m sure that big break is coming to you soon, uh, Boron. And I’m sorry to hear about the vandals. It must have been so stressful to work here the past few days, what with the property destruction and the murder and all.”

      Boron let out a deep sigh. Then he reached into his little podium, “You’re speaking of Wendy Franklin, wife of an AMC 16 employee. Yes. Tragedy struck close to home and we’re all reeling.” The man gestured around the lobby. “As you can see, business is quite low.”

      “It’s sad to see so few people here,” I said. “I suppose the theater doesn’t require much staff on days like today. We’re actually here to pay our condolences to Craig Franklin. He wasn’t home so we thought he might be at work.”

      The man took another bite of popcorn. Then he pulled a supersized soda from his podium and took a big gulp. Somehow I got the sense that all the tragedy surrounding the movie theater might have entertained the odd fellow. He seemed like a man who might subsist on gossip and movie snacks. “Craig hasn’t been in today. But he’s always somewhere around downtown Burbank, drowning his sorrows.”

      “What’s his favorite bar?” said Granny. “We’ll buy him a drink.”

      Boron bit his lip. “Something tells me, wherever Craig is he’s already had one too many…”
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      Boron led us out of the movie theater, down to the fountain out front. “In order to locate Craig in Downtown Burbank, one must first understand Burbank’s little-known identity as a wonderful drinking town.”

      Granny turned up her hands. “Just tell us where you think he is.”

      Boron held up a finger. “That I cannot do. For I know very little of Craig Franklin. We haven’t shared many shifts together. All I know is that people say he is often in town, drowning his sorrows, as I said.”

      “So the guy had sorrows before his wife died.” Granny ran her tongue over her front teeth. “Interesting.”

      “I don’t know much of his sorrows either, I’m afraid. As I’ve stated—”

      “You knew little of the man,” I said. “Yes, you have stated that. You know, you don’t need to come with us to find Craig. You were in the middle of a shift. We can pop into a few bars to see if we can find him ourselves.”

      Boron clenched both fists and held them at his sides. “I insist, I must help. The man has lost the love of his life. Who am I to keep him from those who wish to console him, drink with him, break bread with him?”

      “OK,” My eyes shot a doubtful look back up toward the movie theater, “But you’re probably going to get fired.”

      “I told my manager I had a bathroom emergency. That will buy me at least thirty minutes.” Boron looked off into the distance with a twinkle in his eyes. “Fake bathroom emergencies are my secret sauce.” With a sudden burst of energy, Boron headed away from the fountain and up toward Burbank’s Main Street. “Hurry up, ladies. An adventure is afoot.”

      Granny and I trudged behind Boron. “Remind me never to hire this guy at Creature Comforts,” said Granny.

      “Seems like we’re stuck with him,” I said.

      “We could make a run for it,” said Granny.

      I shook my head. “No, whatever. We might be able to get information out of him. The guy says he didn’t know Craig, but he’s also extremely scattered and unpredictable. You never know.”

      Boron turned around and clapped twice in our direction. “The moment is now, ladies.”

      Granny clapped back at Boron. “Never clap at me.”

      Boron threw back his head and let rip an enormous laugh. “I can’t promise you that but I shall try my hardest.”

      We caught up with Boron at the corner of Main Street and the movie theater plaza. He gestured left and then right with sweeping motions. “Ladies, this here is the most underestimated and unappreciated Main Street in the entirety of the Los Angeles area. Down one block to your right you have the famous Burbank Bar and Grill. That’s where the divorcees go dancing on weekend nights. Many second chances are found there. It’s beautiful. Closer still, immediately here to our right, you have Market City Café. Italian trattoria by day and suave wine bar by night. But we can’t forget Wokcano, either. That’s a portmanteau of wok and volcano for the uninitiated. That is where the twenty-somethings gather after working at the other restaurants in Burbank to wash away their worries and cool their aching heels.” Boron chuckled to himself. “I’ve cooled many a heel there myself, especially in my younger years.”

      “Let’s just start at the closest bar and work our way down,” Granny said. “That’s what we would do if you weren’t here, and you don’t have any information about Craig that might help, so we might as well do it that way. Why are you here again?”

      “I’m your illustrious tour guide,” said Boron. “But my professionalism doesn’t get in the way of my feelings getting hurt.”

      “My Granny can be a little gruff. She’s like that with everyone, so don’t take it personally.”

      “He’s an actor, he takes everything personally,” said Granny.

      Boron let out another one of his big belly laughs. “And now I like you again.”

      We found Craig at a bar about a five-minute walk from the movie theater called Story Tavern. The walls inside the bar were decorated with movie posters and signed celebrity headshots. It didn’t take long to ascertain that the spot was beloved by those who come to LA for the entertainment business. Most of the patrons were in their twenties or thirties, and several had their laptops out on their tables and could be seen working on screenplays or acting reels.

      When we first entered the place, it was crowded and I didn’t see Craig anywhere among the faces of tipsy strangers.

      Then I spotted him, speaking with a small group of people at the bar. I nudged Boron with my elbow. “There he is. Why didn’t you mention this place when you were describing all the bars in Burbank? We’ve been to, like, twelve other places.”

      Boron’s face reddened. “I suppose the Story Tavern is something I consider my little secret. I feared that if I brought the two of you here, the popularity of the bar would continue to explode, and my happy place would be ruined.”

      “It’s a bar for people who are obsessed with movies, and Craig works at the movie theater. Of course, at this one.” Granny shook her head. “See you in a minute.”

      Granny elbowed her way through the crowd over toward Craig. I followed close behind while Boron peeled off to talk to a few friends across the room. As we neared Craig, I noticed that he was the only one talking. In fact, he appeared to be delivering a speech. His eyes were glassy, his motions were exaggerated, his words were slurred. Granny and I exchanged a dubious look and took a spot at the edge of the crowd that was gathered around him.

      “I always thought Wendy would outlive me,” he said. “For so long, she lived with luck by her side. She was like Worm from Rounders. Always falling into what she wanted, including a handsome husband like me.” Craig laughed to himself. “Seriously, though. She was smart, like those kids from 21. She always had a plan, too. It was like Ocean’s 11 living in her house, except for domestic activities instead of casino heists. She lined up every chore perfectly and every shopping trip was executed with absolute precision. Some of you here might have seen her around. So this next part you know is true. My wife moved like a racehorse. Like Secretariat. She was an athlete growing up, and you could tell even as she got older. She didn’t walk, she had a pretty gait. She didn’t run, she galloped. She was a force of nature.”

      A couple of members of the crowd started to walk away. Craig called after them. “Hey! I’m not done. Losers! Get back here.”

      “Our ride is here,” said one of the guys. “Sorry about your wife, man.”

      The guys left. Greg overcame his annoyance quickly, and soon resumed his long, dramatic, unofficial eulogy. I leaned down to whisper to Granny. “He’s pretty drunk. And kind of angry. This might not be the right time to talk to him.”

      Granny rolled her eyes. “No kidding, kid. Let’s hit that volcano bar next. Grab a tiki drink.”

      I laughed. “Sure.” Then I turned to go and smacked face first into the big, broad chest of Detective Mike Fine.

      “Come here often?”

      I gulped. I’d spent a lot of time imagining the next chance encounter I’d have with Mike Fine. None of those fantasy scenarios ever involved me getting caught investigating a murder behind his back.
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            A Date with Fate

          

        

      

    

    
      “I do not come here often, as a matter of fact.”

      Mike didn’t break eye contact. “But you’re here tonight. Maybe it’s fate.”

      If he wasn’t going to break eye contact, I wasn’t either. But I didn’t respond right away. Instead I chose to let his words hang there for a few seconds.

      Mike had been circling me romantically since I had arrived back in Toluca Lake. He and I had sat next to one another in high school chemistry, but that didn’t mean we’d always had… chemistry. I had written him off as a jock. But Mike had supposedly been eyeing me, even then.

      At the close of the last investigation, Mike and I had agreed to go on a date. But it hadn’t happened. He’d had to cancel because of work, which I understood. And we hadn’t managed to reschedule successfully yet. So things had been a touch awkward between us. Occasional texts here and there, but no more big hints of romance.

      “Let me buy you a drink,” he said.

      “Sure. But I hope you don’t think this counts as our date.”

      What can I say? I like to be bold.

      “Of course not. Sorry about that whole rescheduling thing, by the way. Work has been crazy. Why don’t we try again for this Friday?”

      “I’ll have an Old-Fashioned and think about it.”

      Mike ordered my drink and then turned back to me. “So we’re on for Friday?”

      “Let me think… ” I stared off into the distance for a second. “Sure.”

      Granny pushed her way between us. “If you two are going to be flirting for a while, I’d also like an Old-Fashioned, please.”

      Mike laughed and turned back to the bartender. “Make that two!”

      A few seconds later, the bartender slid two beautiful, caramel-colored drinks down the polished oak bar top. Mike grabbed the drinks. Handed one to me and handed the other to Granny. “This place has a nice rooftop. I’m not, like, a rooftop guy. Not the type of guy who always wants to be out on the roof… I’m fine doing inside stuff. But it’s noisy in here…”

      “Roof works for me,” I said.

      Granny held up a hand and gave us a disgusted look. “I see where this is headed, and I’ll stay down here. Don’t need to see any more of this cutesy-tootsy stuff.”

      Granny turned back to the bar. She kept a watchful eye on Craig Franklin as she sipped her drink. Then Mike and I took the elevator up two floors and emerged onto a quiet roof, dotted with lounge furniture. We took a seat by a little fire pit, side-by-side on a small couch. As soon as we sat, Mike let out a big sigh. “I needed that.”

      “The seat or the drink?”

      Mike sipped his drink. “Both.” He clinked his glass with mine. “Here’s to you.”

      “Real original toast, Mike. Did you read that on the back of a cereal box?”

      Mike chuckled. “Like I said, been a long week.”

      “I figured. I’m surprised you didn’t show up at the Franklin house after…”

      Mike shook his head. “Been dealing with these vandals. Man, I don’t understand vandalism. It costs money to get the supplies. Most of the time, these kids are just making stuff more ugly. And it makes everyone unhappy. Like, what do you even get out of it? The punishment is severe. Too severe for the crime, frankly. Vandals get as much time in jail as people who commit armed robbery. And the vandals don’t come away with any cash or jewelry or anything.”

      I leaned back. “You’re talking about what happened at the movie theater.”

      “Not just at the movie theater,” said Mike. “Movie theater, Town Hall, even the mayor’s residence. Poor Tommy Flynn. He almost missed a whole day of sandwich deliveries. There’s graffiti and broken windows everywhere. And apparently it’s my job to catch these criminals. Have you heard anything?”

      “Interesting. You need my help on an investigation? In the past I seem to recall you asking me to stay away from police business.”

      Mike looked away with a smile. “Look, I can’t deny your skills as an amateur detective. Keyword: Amateur. Part of my job is canvassing the community. Have you seen anything?”

      “Nothing. Sorry. I just heard about the graffiti earlier tonight.” I stood and crossed to the edge of the rooftop. From up there I could see pretty far out. The lights of downtown Burbank twinkled below us and beyond that stretched Toluca Lake, North Toluca, and more. The vista lasted at least a few miles. Suddenly Mike was at my elbow. I smelled his cologne, like wood and tobacco and leather. I liked it.

      “Pretty girl, pretty view.”

      It was a corny line, but I still felt my cheeks warm. I didn’t look up at him. “I am pretty, thank you.”

      Mike inched closer to me. “Pretty and confident. I like that.”

      Suddenly, a voice boomed from below us. I peered over the edge of the roof. Craig Franklin had just exploded out of the bar and onto the street. “Long live Wendy Franklin!”

      Just like that, all the romance deflated from my moment with Mike. I made an excuse about a bathroom emergency, a regrettable tactic, but I was trying to think fast, and I hurried down to find Granny.
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            Tipsy Tip-Off

          

        

      

    

    
      I ran down the stairs instead of taking the elevator. Took them two at a time. I misjudged the final step, and fell at the bottom of the stairs with a loud thud. I looked around to see if anyone noticed. A drunk guy stumbled by me on his way to the bathroom, but other than that, I was alone.

      Grabbing the handrail, I pulled myself to my feet. My elbow throbbed right where I had landed, but aside from a not-so-funny bone wound, I seemed fine. Well, I had also gotten dirt on my jeans and T-shirt, but I had left Mike on the roof, so I didn’t care whether or not I looked good. At least I thought I had left Mike on the roof.

      Ding. The elevator opened and Mike stepped out. “You OK?”

      My eyes widened. “Totally OK. But not OK enough to chat with you right now.” My mind flashed to an image of Craig Franklin hurrying down the street. I wasn’t sure why, but I desperately wanted to catch up with him, to ask him about his wife. As I’d looked down on him from the roof moments earlier and heard him shout out about Wendy, it struck me that his drunkenness could be an asset to the investigation, and I did not want to let it go to waste.

      Mike gestured down the hall with his head. “Bathrooms are that way.”

      “I’m not going to use a public restroom, Mike. That’s… disgusting. I’m going to go home and have my bathroom emergency like a lady. And don’t you dare judge me, either. Everyone has had a bathroom emergency, including you, I’m sure.”

      “I’m not judging,” said Mike. “Man, I’ve seen it all in my line of work. I know all about bathroom emergencies, and every other kind of emergency. The first couple months on the job, I personally arrested three people for having bathroom emergencies on the side of the road. I felt bad doing it, but the law is the law.”

      “Super cool. Gotta go.”

      As I reentered the main bar room, I scanned the room for Granny. She was right where I had left her at the counter. She had been joined by Boron, however, and the two appeared to be in the middle of a game of cards.

      Granny started when I hurried over and grabbed her arm. “You can’t reach out and grab an old lady like that. We’re too delicate.”

      “Sorry to say, Granny, you are not delicate.” I leaned in and whispered. “Craig left the bar. Let’s go talk to him.”

      “Boron and I are in the middle of one last hand,” Granny smirked at Boron, “Right?”

      The man gave Granny an officious nod. “I’ve had a wonderful time learning the game of Texas Holdem poker. So far I’ve only lost forty dollars, which Petunia says is actually pretty good. I tend to agree with her. Acting school cost me far more when averaged out by the minute.” A dark cloud passed over Boron, and he looked down. “I’m in so much debt because of acting school.” He perked up. “That’s what I need! Poker!.”

      I clasped Boron by the shoulder. “Granny is about to launch a life skills class. I’m sure she’s going to include poker as part of the course. That young mayor in Toluca Lake, Tommy Flynn, he’s also a student in the class.”

      “And don’t forget Henrique,” said Granny.

      “Also a very nice young bellhop from the Toluca Hotel named Henrique,” I said.

      “Give me your phone, and I’ll put in my number,” said Granny. “I’ll notify you as soon as the first class begins. But if you’re late one time, you’re out. Punctuality is one of life’s most important skills. You can’t win all the money unless you’re at the table when the first fish arrives.”

      Boron nodded. “Table. Fish. Punctuality. Here, take my phone.”

      Granny tossed her number in Boron’s phone, then I grabbed her by the elbow and dragged her out to the street. Once we got out there, I was disappointed to find that Craig was nowhere in sight. Downtown Burbank was quiet, despite its many bars. The only pedestrian in sight was a bearded man playing old classics on an acoustic guitar. The man had a soulful, yearning voice. On another night I would’ve stopped to listen, but we had a suspect to find.

      “He was stumbling. Can’t have gotten far. I think he was headed back toward the movie theater.”

      “That’s near the Asian bar,” said Granny. “Maybe he stopped there for a nightcap. Let’s investigate, at least I can get a nice noodle dinner.”

      Sure enough, we found Craig standing out front of Wokcano, smoking a cigarette. We slowed as we approached. I widened my eyes and acted like I was surprised to see him.

      “Mr. Franklin? Is that you?” I asked. Craig exhaled a large cloud of smoke right into my face. I choked back a cough. “We met the other night under unfortunate circumstances.”

      Craig belched. “You found Wendy’s body. You were with another girl. That’s not her. This lady is too old.”

      The guy was slurring his words heavily. His breath smelled like whiskey and cigarette smoke, but I didn’t turn away. “That’s right. This is my Granny, Petunia. We were just headed inside for some noodles, but I saw you here and wanted to offer my condolences.”

      “Must have been shocking to come home to find your wife like that,” said Granny. “Where were you coming from that night, anyway?”

      “Here and there,” said Craig. “There and here and everywhere.”

      Granny shot me a look. Craig’s description of his whereabouts hardly constituted a strong alibi. He belched again, and I began to suspect I had been wrong about his drunkenness. The guy was too far gone to have a coherent conversation. His inhibitions were so loose that he was no longer comprehensible, and I knew it wouldn’t do much good to continue questioning him. Turns out it didn’t matter much, anyway. After a few seconds, a black sedan pulled up to the curb. Craig stomped out his cigarette, belched a goodbye, and climbed into the car.

      Soon after, the taillights had disappeared down Main Street along with Craig Franklin, his stench, and quite possibly, the truth about what happened to his wife.
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            Noodling on a Clue

          

        

      

    

    
      As you could probably guess, I wanted to continue discussing the investigation after Craig pulled away in that rideshare. As you might also be able to guess, Granny was far more interested in returning to her game of poker with Boron at the Story Tavern. I waited around the tavern for a while. By the time we got back there, Mike had left so there was no awkwardness for me to avoid. But Granny and Boron kept playing hand after hand after hand. Eventually, I lost patience. Granny insisted she could take a taxi home. I insisted I wanted to drive her back myself. You can probably guess who won that argument.

      Granny took a taxi. I arrived back in my place to find Fluffy perched on the ledge of my bedroom window, peering out at my neighbor’s yard. He had a paw on the window. On a normal night, I might have asked him about what was going on, or tried to make sense of his behavior. But it was not a normal night. Besides, Lucky needed to go out for a walk and a bathroom break. So I just chalked Fluffy’s oddness up to ‘cats being cats’, and continued on with my night.

      I was first to arrive at Creature Comforts the next morning. Betsy wasn’t there because she was in jail…  And Granny was probably still in bed after a late night playing poker. We didn’t have any appointments scheduled, which was odd for a Monday morning. But it didn’t matter because I got a walk-in right away.

      The dog was a sullen Wheaten Terrier named Arlo, and his owner was a forty-ish woman named Mary. Mary wore flip-flops and sweatpants, and I enjoyed her casual nature.

      “If you could just make him clean and happy, that would be great. He’s got some stuff in his eyes. He’s been licking his paw over and over again. And he’s just been laying there a lot lately. He’s just kinda sad.”

      “It sounds like maybe you should see a vet, or maybe a doggie therapist,” I said. “But I’ll get him cleaned up. Arlo is such a cute boy.” I squatted down beside the dog. He had a curly, hypoallergenic coat that was a little overgrown. He also had big, brown, soulful eyes. Mary seemed to think the dog was depressed and I understood where she was coming from. He didn’t wag his tail much when I pet him but he was sweet and old, and sometimes that’s OK.

      “He’s on doggie Prozac,” said Mary. “It hasn’t done anything. Ironic, because I’m a therapist. But I do more talk therapy for humans. If Arlo could open up about his problems maybe we could do a deep dive into his childhood and uncover some trauma that might help him process things and feel more positivity overall. But mostly he just sits around. I don’t speak dog and he doesn’t speak Mary, so here I am.”

      I shrugged. “A good cleaning doesn’t always cheer a dog up,” I said. “Sometimes, it makes them grumpier. They don’t like to smell so fresh. But I’ll do my best.”

      “Thanks. And, um, you’re the girl who keeps finding the dead bodies, right?”

      “Yep. It’s not a fun thing to be famous for.”

      Mary handed me a business card. “Call me. If you ever need to talk. That must be hard. Plus, with your relationship history, I imagine you might have issues with abandonment, commitment, and self-love? It sounds like your boyfriends have been terrible to you. And is it right that your mother died young?”

      “Wow, I mean, I don’t even need to pay you to hear about my problems, seems like you already know them!” I blinked, taken aback by Mary’s knowledge of my life. “Since I’ve been away, I forgot how fast word travels in Toluca Lake.”

      “Weren’t you in a small town over on the East coast, too? I heard you guys had plenty of murders there as well. One in particular that involved your, uh, former significant other. If that’s something you’d ever want to talk about.”

      “I wasn’t there for long. But yeah, a lot happened. Sounds like you heard about it in pretty great detail.”

      “From multiple sources, yeah. None of the sources were my clients, that would be a breach of confidentiality if I told you about that. But I do have some good stories. Not all about you. Not that you’d think everything is about you. You don’t strike me as a narcissist.”

      “Is this… Are you currently psycho-analyzing me?”

      “Probably. Force of habit. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      I shrugged. “You didn’t. It’s… Kind of nice being somewhere where total strangers know everything about your problems. Although, when I say it out loud that sounds weird. But I’m serious. Thank you for offering your help. If I find myself in need, I’ll give you a call.”

      Mary smiled. “Do that.”

      After Mary left, I got to work shampooing Arlo. Granny entered just as I was singing my clean dog song. If you’re not familiar, it goes a little something like this: “Nice, clean dog. Doggie doggie clean. Clean little doggie. Doggie gets so clean.”

      I never said I was a lyricist.

      “You get home OK last night?” Granny asked.

      “I should be asking you. Taxi was fine?”

      “Taxi is always fine. Girls like me are meant for taxis. Cabs are quick, efficient, and no one bothers you. Plus, I think the color yellow is pretty.” Granny set her bag on the counter with a thud and fired up the computer to get to work. “I’m going to do emails for a while. Let me know if you need help with that depressed dog.”

      Arlo turned his mournful eyes toward Granny as if to say, “You can tell from all the way over there that I’m depressed?”

      I gave Arlo a big pat on the back. “He’s not going to be depressed for long.” I ruffled his fur and used my dog voice. “Isn’t that right? Isn’t that right, Arlo?”

      Arlo stiffened and shook the shampoo off his body. I laughed and wiped the sides of my face. He barked three times. “Good boy,” I said. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you? Are you happy yet?”

      Arlo barked three more times. Hard to say if that was a yes or no, but I pulled him close in a big, wet hug. Granny chuckled from her place behind the computer. “You’re the happy one. It’s like you to be so chipper in the middle of a murder investigation.”

      I separated from Arlo and wiped more soap off my body. “Gee, thanks for reminding me. By the way, any thoughts on our conversation with Craig?”

      Granny shook her head. “Nothing in particular. But the guy still seems suspicious to me. I think he and Wendy were on the rocks, but he’s pretending to everyone that their relationship was perfect. I mean, the way he was idealizing her during that monologue, I can’t imagine things were that great between them.”

      “You’re right about that,” I said. “Remember Wendy was so mad at Craig at the car show? And she emphasized that he could not interfere in her life anymore. That seems to suggest they were no longer linked, doesn’t it?”

      “Sure does, kid,” said Granny. “It’s also weird that he knocked before he entered the garage. Who knocks before entering their own garage? Unless maybe he and Wendy were separated…”

      “But that makes him seem innocent.” I dried Arlo off with a luxurious, white towel. “If Craig had just killed Wendy he wouldn’t have knocked at all. He would have known she couldn’t reply, and he would have just entered.”

      Granny leaned on the counter. “Pretty good point. But maybe he knew someone else was in there, since the door was half-closed. I’m not sure what to make of it, but there’s too many red flags with that guy. And where is Wendy’s car?”

      “Maybe Craig tried to get it in the divorce, if they really were separating. Maybe he killed her and stole it. But again, why return to the garage and knock?”

      Granny sighed. “Unclear. We need to find out what their relationship status was. Was everything as great as he’d been pretending after her death? Or did they have problems?”

      I nodded. “I agree. If the two of them were having problems, that means Craig might have had motive to kill…”
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      Our goal was to determine whether or not Craig and Wendy Franklin had been on the rocks prior to Wendy’s murder. Creature Comforts got busy with walk-ins that morning so we could not discuss the Franklins any further until lunch. At around one p.m.,, I hung a sign on the door that promised we would be back in an hour.

      Granny and I discussed where we should go for lunch. We mostly did that by volleying the question, “What are you in the mood for?” back and forth for about five minutes. Granny had a strong personality. One might expect that she would be forceful about where she wanted to eat and when. But Granny also had an old school attitude about politeness, and never wanted to make me go somewhere if I wasn’t in the mood. Problem was I had inherited the same old school politeness from Granny, so it took the two of us longer than it should have to decide where to lunch. We decided to go to Good Time Tacos for belated breakfast burritos. Good Time Tacos was nothing but a window facing the street. After we ordered and received our burritos, stuffed with scrambled eggs, black beans, onions, and salsa, we retreated to a nearby park to eat and talk in private.

      “If we can confirm Craig and Wendy were on the rocks that might lead us to a motive for Craig,” I said, taking a bite of my burrito, “So get out your phone and start dialing.”

      “Wow. So you just want to use me for my Rolodex.” Granny shook her head and added extra salsa to her burrito. “Should have known.”

      I turned up my palm. “You’ve got roots in Toluca Lake going back to the prehistoric era. We need to take advantage of that.”

      “Prehistoric!” Granny scoffed and pulled her smart phone from her purse, then started scrolling through the contacts. “Oh, I meant to tell you. I won eighty-six dollars off of that Boron guy last night.”

      “Wow. Only eighty-six dollars. You’re slipping.”

      Granny met my eyes and smirked. “Would have been more, but the bar closed. And he started using the tricks I was teaching him. The dollars I won toward the end of the night were more hard-fought than the dollars I won early on.” Granny stopped scrolling and pointed at her phone. “There he is. Perfect.”

      “Who are you calling?” I asked.

      But Granny had already dialed. “Dirk. It’s Petunia.”

      I nodded. Granny had called her old friend and the editor of the Toluca Lake Tribune, a strange, skinny, bald man named Dirk. Dirk claimed that I had known him as a child, but I didn’t have any early memories of him. He had been a useful source in prior investigations, and I was glad Granny rang him.

      “Craig and Wendy Franklin. Tell me what you know.” Granny nodded as she listened. She tossed in the occasional ‘oh’ or ‘no way’ but didn’t say much else. After five minutes or so, she hung up.

      I leaned forward. “What did he tell you?”

      Granny shrugged. “Dirk has no idea if the Franklins have been getting along. He spent most of that conversation complaining about these vandals in Toluca Lake.”

      “Murderers are a bigger problem than vandals,” I said. “Make another call.”

      Granny looked at me, jaw agape. “I’ll make another call when I’m good and ready. Don’t tell ol’ Petunia what to do.”

      “Sorry. I’m overeager.”

      Over the next few minutes, Granny called all the biggest gossips in town. She started with Kitty Cat, the hairdresser, but got nowhere. Then she dialed Eleanor from Eleanor’s Bakeshop. Once again, she got nothing. Then, she called a few more shop owners and old friends, including Mirabelle Montgomery, the oldest and most knowledgeable woman in town. No one seemed to have any clue if the Franklins had been getting along. Finally, an alarm rang on Granny’s phone and she stood up. “I need to go. Poker tournament starts in forty-five minutes out at the Commerce, and I’ve got a car coming for me.”

      I put my head in my hand. “Next time, mention it if you have to leave early?”

      “I’m mentioning it now. Are you going to be fine at the shop? Since Betsy’s still behind bars, it’s just gonna be you in there, shearing and clipping and schmoozing.”

      I sighed. “I was born to groom.”

      Back at Creature Comforts, I groomed two Cocker Spaniels, a King Charles Cavalier, an Alaskan Husky, and a Chihuahua. Then things slowed down, and I got an idea. Fluffy jumped up on the counter, and I shared it with him. “If Craig and Wendy Franklin were having trouble, I bet they inquired with lawyers about getting a divorce.”

      Fluffy looked at me like, “So what?”

      I smirked. “I’ll show you so what.”

      I searched up every local divorce attorney on my laptop, then called the first one on the list.

      “Hi. My name is Sheila Pearl.” I spoke in a thick Southern accent for some reason. “I’ve got a problem, and I was hoping you could help. My friends Craig and Wendy Franklin got a divorce, and they loved their lawyer. They recommended him to me at the time. Thing is, I forgot the name of who they recommended, so I’m calling around to all the local divorce lawyers to see if they work for the Franklins. I really want to use whomever the Franklins used.”

      The man on the other end of the phone was confused. He told me he had never worked with the Franklins. I thanked him, hung up, and tried the next lawyer on the list. I dialed ten divorce lawyers without getting anywhere. But on the eleventh try, the divorce lawyer on the other end of the line told me she knew Craig and Wendy Franklin. She appreciated the recommendation, although she was surprised by it.

      I thanked the lawyer, promised to get back to her, and hung up. Then I picked up Fluffy and held him up to my face. “We have confirmed Craig and Wendy Franklin were on the rocks. Now it’s time to find out just how rocky those rocks were…”
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      It feels good when your instincts are right. In life, I think I can trace my happiest and saddest times back to whether or not I followed my instincts with big life decisions. Growing up, my dad had taught me that in nature, your instincts are all you have. If you feel scared in nature, you need to listen to that fear and honor it by hiding, running away, or going on the attack. As I got older I often followed that rule. If someplace felt sketchy I didn’t go inside. If the teacher hadn’t truly succeeded in their field, I took their advice with a grain of salt. That kind of thing.

      Most of my biggest failures, I could trace back to a moment where I ignored a gut feeling in my bones. Well, and in my gut. Take my most recent boyfriend, Furball, as an example. The night we met I kept noticing him checking out other women. I convinced myself that couldn’t have been the case. We were getting along so well. You know how that story turns out.

      After moving back to Toluca Lake and investigating murders, I found myself more in touch with my instincts  than ever before. It required discipline to pursue action in the face of fear, but if I listened carefully enough, it seemed I knew what to do. We’re all animals, after all. And animals are driven by instinct.

      All those thoughts sprinted through my head like Kenyan marathon runners after I hung up with that last divorce lawyer. I’d had an instinct that Craig and Wendy hadn’t been getting along. That instinct drove me to call divorce lawyers. My theory had been confirmed. It felt good. So good, in fact, after I closed up Creature Comforts, I drove straight to Granny’s to tell her the news and strategize.

      I could hear the clickety-clack of poker chips as I approached Granny’s place from the courtyard, but that didn’t stop me. The only thing Granny is more serious about than poker is catching killers.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Come in,” Granny’s voice rang out from inside.

      I entered to find Granny sitting around a poker table with Mayor Tommy Flynn, Henrique the bellhop, and portly, mustached Boron. A smile crossed my face. “Seems I’ve encountered the very first life skills class. Interesting how you started with poker.”

      “We’re using play money.” Granny shuffled the deck. “I decided my class would be free.”

      Boron perked up. “She even refunded my eighty-six dollars.”

      Granny kept shuffling. “That was my first lesson to you, Young Sir. Kindness, graciousness, and generosity always comes back to you tenfold.”

      Mayor Tommy Flynn raised his hand. Granny pointed at him as if giving him permission to talk. Tommy turned to me. “I’ve learned that you need to train people in how you like to be treated. If they order a sandwich and you get the order right, there’s no need to offer any kind of discount on the meal.”

      Granny hung her head. “There’s no need to serve the meal in the first place, Mr. Mayor. We talked about this. You’re not a sandwich boy.”

      Tommy’s shoulders slumped. “I’m still learning. And… People depend on me for their sandwiches!”

      I nodded at Henrique. “What have you learned?”

      “Always three bet if you raised pre-flop.”

      Granny smirked. “We’ve also covered a little bit of poker.”

      I crossed the kitchen and poured myself a glass of water. “Do you think you guys can take a five minute break? I need to consult with your professor here.”

      Granny gave permission, and the guys all streamed outside, chatting excitedly about the lessons they’d learned. Granny joined me at the sink and poured herself a glass of water. “Good kids. Bright futures.”

      I told Granny all about the divorce lawyers and how I had confirmed that the Franklins’ marriage had been in trouble. Granny re-entered the living room and organized the poker chips into neat stacks. “Good idea getting all those lawyers on the phone. Something tells me the divorce proceedings aren’t going well.”

      I sat at the table and fiddled with a stack of chips. “Something tells me Craig is unstable. He was inebriated and screaming his devotion to Wendy in the streets last night.”

      “Maybe he wanted to stay with her. Maybe it was all her idea. Maybe he cracked, and then cracked her with a tire iron.” Granny sat beside me. “Whole lot of maybes.”

      “This places Craig Franklin squarely at the top of our list of suspects.” The stack of poker chips I’d been playing with toppled over, and I gathered them back into a neat row. “We need to talk to him. We need to get an alibi.”

      Three knocks sounded on the front door.

      Granny groaned and walked over to the door. “I told you guys already: You don’t need to knock to come back inside. Once you’re a guest in my home, you have free in-and-out privileges.” Granny opened the door. It was neither Boron, nor Tommy, nor Henrique on the other side.

      Instead, there stood Craig Franklin, eyes wide and red, hands shaking. The other three were crowded behind Craig, looking scared. My arms tensed and my stomach tightened.

      Those were my instincts, telling me to run.
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      Craig pushed his way into Granny’s apartment without waiting for an invitation to enter. Granny gave the other three a polite smile, asked them to wait outside, and closed the door. Craig’s eyes met mine and he let out an incredulous laugh.

      “You’re having a party. Sitting in here gambling, laughing, drinking big glasses of water.”

      “Water is not, like, a party beverage,” I said.

      Craig paced across the small living room with his fists clenched. His energy was tense, like a Fourth of July bottle rocket that had been lit but hadn’t yet exploded. A powder keg. Something told me if Craig blew up, it wouldn’t be good for me or Granny. It probably wouldn’t be that pretty to look at either. I took a deep breath and held a glass of water out toward him. “Why don’t you have a drink? Relax.”

      Craig shook his head. “Relax. Relax. Everyone’s always telling me to relax. You know what’s not relaxing? Being told to relax. I am relaxed.”

      Granny scoffed. “And I’m the ghost of Princess Diana, here for a cup of tea.”

      “No.” Craig raised his voice. “I don’t have to take any snark out of either of you. I know what you did.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “We didn’t do anything.”

      “I’ve had calls from a dozen divorce lawyers today. All of them, for some reason, think that I want to get a divorce. They said they got a call from a friend of mine about it. Good thing about lawyers? They’re easy to pay off. Six out of the twelve told me the number you called from. Three out of those six did it for unused lottery scratchers.”

      My shoulders slumped. Granny gave me a look, like “You didn’t disguise your number?”

      I gave her a look back, like “I didn’t have time to think. I acted fast.”

      Granny returned that look with a look of her own, like “You make mistakes like that, and you’re going to get us killed, kid.”

      I returned that look with a look that suggested I knew Granny was right.

      Then Craig stood between us and waved his arms in the air. “Stop just looking at each other. I need you to stop harassing me. My wife just died.”

      “She called a few lawyers, guy. That hardly constitutes harassment where I’m from. And I’m from here.”

      “You’re both investigating me in the case of my murdered, lovely wife. And you haven’t had the courtesy to ask me outright if I did it.”

      “We were going to talk to you at the Story Tavern, but—”

      “But you’re cowards.” Craig slammed his fist down on the card table, and the chips bounced like popcorn in the pan. He scowled at me. “I did not kill my wife. I was working that night. You can confirm that with our mutual friend, Boron, who works there. The big idiot.”

      “To be fair, he isn’t a very dedicated employee. I doubt he’s memorized the schedule. But you’re right. We should maybe ask him, or someone.” I started to gather the chips up and wiped the crumbs off the table.

      “I know you don’t believe me. I have an instinct for these things.”

      I remembered how we’re all animals. It’s important for me to keep that in mind when we’re investigating people. They have gut instincts just like I do. And they’re probably just as often right. The question was: what would a killer do if they felt suspected of murder? How safe were Granny and I at that moment? The answer was clear, and it wasn’t comforting. I stood and backed up two steps.

      “You were at work. We believe you. But it’s good that you’re here. Did you know of any enemies Wendy might have had?”

      “There was your friend with the Mustang, for starters,” said Craig.

      “Betsy already has a Mustang. I doubt she stole your wife’s, too,” said Granny.

      Craig stammered. “I — I don’t know. I’m not saying I think your friend is guilty. I don’t know what I’m saying.”

      “We noticed a chip from Alcoholics Anonymous in Wendy’s pocket. Do you think someone from AA might have wanted her dead? Or was she part of any other communities that we don’t know about?”

      Craig laughed and shook his head. “The two of you are so intrusive. It’s called Alcoholics Anonymous for a reason. Emphasis on the Anonymous.”

      “We just want to catch her killer,” I said, backing up against the living room wall.

      “The woman had a problem with drinking. She went in and out of it. That has nothing to do with this murder.”

      “So what do you think happened?” said Granny.

      Craig shrieked and then reached to pull at his hair, but he was bald, so he just grabbed his shiny head. “It was a burglary gone wrong. That’s obvious. Her car is missing, and she was hit in the head with a tire iron. I’m shocked you two have solved any other crimes before this. This one couldn’t be more obvious. Get out there and find the car. Find the car, and you’ll find the killer.”

      Craig stormed out of the apartment and slammed the door behind him. His enraged aura hung in the room for a few seconds, and Granny and I just stood there, dumbfounded. After a few seconds, Boron poked his head into the apartment. “Sorry to interrupt. But you two are right. I have no idea what the schedule was at that place. I’m not sure if he was working that night.”

      Granny let out a tired chuckle. “Thanks, Boron. You’re a peach.”
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      Granny dismissed her pupils by demanding that they go home and forget everything they might have overheard that night.

      You would think that at least one of the three of them might have had questions about our altercation with Craig. You would hope the mayor of Toluca Lake, Tommy Flynn, would express concern or insist on calling the police.

      That didn’t happen. Tommy, like the others, hurried out at Granny’s request and didn’t ask a single question. We walked them out to the community pool and watched them leave. Once they had circled the pool, passed the mailboxes, and exited through the wrought iron gate, Granny exhaled. “It takes a lot out of me, shaping young minds.”

      “Is that what’s stressing you out tonight?” I said. “Here I thought it might have been the irate, threatening man who just left the apartment.”

      Granny walked over to the circular table at the edge of the pool, pulled out one of the metal chairs, and patted on it for me to sit. “Yeah. I guess his visit was also stressful. Take a seat.”

      Just like Granny’s other disciples, I did as I was told. Granny rounded the table, leaning on it as she walked for support. Then she too took a seat. It was odd to see Granny leaning on the table like that. Most times she was spry and moved with the purposeful confidence of a much younger woman.

      “You feeling OK?” I asked.

      “I’m fine. God forbid an old woman leans on the table for three seconds.”

      “I can call 911 if you need me to,” I said with a smile.

      Granny rolled her eyes. She pulled up a second chair and placed her feet on it. I did the same. We passed the next several moments looking out at the pool, kidney-shaped and shimmering in the night. As I sat there, I replayed the conversation we’d had with Craig in my mind. He had been so angry. It’s possible that anger had been fueled by grief. But maybe he felt guilty… From mistreating his wife when she was alive? For masterminding her death?

      I looked over at Granny. “What makes someone brash like that? He barged in here without a second thought. Acted like he owns the place.”

      “Oftentimes attitudes like that emerge after a lifetime of being a man. They’re so used to commanding the stage everywhere they go. It’s all bluster, kid. That was a scared little boy.”

      “It’s not good to act out of fear,” I said. “Dad always said that out in the wild. He used to tell me to smile at my fear.”

      “And that’s what I told him. Smile and walk right past it. Do what needs getting done. Looks like your dad listened to some of what I said after all. His was the first young mind I tried to shape. I’ve had a lot more practice since then.“

      “You think Craig killed her?”

      “Hard to say. Easy to say, actually. Hard to know.”

      “Smile at your fear,” I repeated my dad’s advice with a wistful tone. The first time he had told me that, I was foot to face with a copperhead snake. We’d been hiking for hours, not talking much, we never did. But as far as I recall, I had been enjoying the silence. Until the snake, of course.

      “Smile at your fear.”

      I hadn’t smiled that day. My dad had taught me how to recognize the copperhead. Had taught me all about her lethal bite and her instinct to kill. There it was again, the word, that feeling…

      Instinct.

      When I saw the copperhead, I’d shrieked, backed up, got a running start, and leapt over the snake. My dad followed after me. What else could he do? I was a little girl. But he taught me later that my behavior had invited an attack. We were lucky to have made it out without that snake sinking her teeth into one of our legs. That’s when he’d told me to smile at my fear. That’s how you remain in the driver's seat, he said. You acknowledge your fear, you remain present, and it shrinks before your eyes. I made a mental note to keep that in mind as we continued our investigations.

      “It was good that Craig confirmed Wendy had a drinking problem,” said Granny. “I never got my hands on that AA chip, by the way. You have it?”

      I went inside, retrieved the chip from a little secret compartment in my wallet, went back out, and handed it to Granny. She fired up the flashlight on her phone and got a good look at the chip. After a few seconds, she laughed. “Kid.”

      “Granny,” I said. “What?”

      “This chip isn’t for Alcoholics Anonymous. It’s for Gamblers Anonymous. I’ve seen tons of these at the casino. People are so proud when they get them. This is the one month chip.”

      I furrowed my brow. “You’ve seen a lot of Gamblers Anonymous attendees’ chips at the casino?”

      Granny shrugged. “Gamblers don’t have much appreciation for irony.”

      “So Craig lied to us.” I stood, slipped out of my sandals, and dipped my toe in the water. “He said Wendy was a drinker. Didn’t mention gambling.”

      “Lots of times those avocations go hand-in-hand,” said Granny. “That’s another thing I’ve learned as an eyewitness in the casinos.”

      “So maybe she was in Gamblers Anonymous and Alcoholics Anonymous,” I said.

      “Or like you said, maybe Craig lied to us to throw us off the scent somehow. Although, speaking of the scent, didn’t you also say the woman reeked of whiskey?”

      I nodded. “You never saw Wendy at the casino?”

      Granny shook her head. “There’s plenty of ways to gamble other than cards. And even if she was playing poker, if she was on a different schedule than I was, we might have never met. The Commerce is huge.”

      I squatted beside the pool and glimpsed my own reflection in the water. “Gamblers get in trouble with money.”

      “Well said.” Granny joined me by the side of the pool. “I’m thinking the woman might’ve been in debt to someone dangerous. If it was a big debt, they might have taken her car as payment.”

      I looked away from my own reflection to Granny. “They might have taken her life as payment, too.”
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            Getting Skunked

          

        

      

    

    
      “I got two extra large coffees to power us through the day.” I smiled at Granny and handed her a cup. “Nice to see you at the shop bright and early this morning.”

      “A little birdie told me the sooner we finish up here, the sooner we investigate at the casino.”

      I squinted at Granny. “How come you emphasized the word ‘investigate’ like what you really meant was ‘gamble’.”

      “Might as well play a few hands while we’re down at the Commerce. There’s no better way to open people up and chat with them than at the poker table. They get so focused on their cards they accidentally let tons of personal information slip.”

      “Also the poker table is a place where people go to bluff and lie. Don’t forget that.” My first sip of coffee burned my tongue. I put it down on the counter and took off the lid. Steam exploded out. “Eleanor’s Bakeshop serves the hottest coffee, but not in a good way.”

      “I’m well aware,” said Granny. “Eleanor’s got the dial on that machine turned to scalding. I’ve been asking her to turn it down but she says she’s famous for her hot coffee and she doesn’t want to. Sweet lady, bad morals.”

      “It’s not immoral to serve hot coffee.” I rounded the counter and checked out a schedule for the day. “Wow. We have a lot of grooming for the day. Lucky for us, we’re the two best pet groomers in Southern California. We work fast, efficient, and fun.”

      “Who’re you trying to sell to, kid? I know we’re great.” Granny scrolled through the long list of appointments on the computer. We had a couple of German Shepherds, a Golden Retriever, a Great Dane, and a Yorkie.

      I never want to get intimidated by a hard day’s work, so I met the list with a smile. “Lots of big dogs and one little dog today. I like it.”

      “This would be less intimidating if our strange little employee hadn’t gone and murdered someone.”

      “Very funny, Granny. Maybe don’t talk that way about Betsy. The wrong person might hear you and get the wrong idea.”

      “All the people already have the wrong idea. The girl’s in jail for murder. Also, I’ve been meaning to ask you…” Granny picked up a business card off the counter and handed it to me. The card advertised the services of Mary the therapist. “You feeling OK?”

      “That card belongs to the mother of one of the dogs I groomed. I’m not seeking therapy. Although based on her extensive knowledge of my problems, it seems like we’d have plenty to discuss.”

      “Can we not call pet owners mothers and fathers? It’s weird. And it’s too modern. Back in the day no one used to call themselves dog mommies or dog daddies or anything like that. The whole thing creeps me out.”

      “Whatever people want to call themselves, that’s what I call them, too. How about that?”

      “Seems weird to me,” said Granny. “Maybe you can talk through that overly flexible perspective in therapy.”

      I handed the card back to Granny. “Look, the lady was nice, and she was just saying that solving all these murders must be hard. She’s not off-base. It’s definitely stressful. But we have each other to talk to, and I think we’re fine.”

      Granny laughed. “I am most definitely not fine. But I’m way too far gone, kid. That said, I’m also way less far gone than a lot of ladies I know, so I consider myself a winner. Look here, seems to me we’re getting all these dogs in before noon. I say we finish them up nice and fast, tell the owners we’ll give them a ten dollar discount on the next grooming if they pick their dog daughters and sons up before lunchtime. That way, everybody wins. They get a discount, we get to gamble early. Did I say gamble? I meant to say investigate.”

      I chuckled and agreed to Granny’s plan. The truth was, I had been meaning to talk to both her and Betsy about working with more efficiency. We needed to groom lots of dogs in order to stay profitable. But all three of us had a habit of doubling our grooming time by playing with the animals. I couldn’t help but bond with our furry friends, but we had been taking it too far.

      The experiment worked. By one p.m., we had groomed every dog that was on the schedule that day. But just before I closed up, a surprise client came walking through the door…

      It was Detective Mike Fine and his police dog, a German Shepherd named Officer Carmichael. I could smell the problem as soon as the pair entered the shop.

      “Officer Carmichael got skunked!”

      Mike cringed. “Yeah. My man got overzealous with an investigation. Went deep into some bushes and came out smelling like this.”

      “What was he investigating?”

      Mike hung his head. “A stick I threw into the bushes. Yeah. We were playing fetch. But I didn’t say go fetch a horrific odor. Carmichael went rogue on that one.”

      “Sorry for you and your stinky son, but we were just closing early,” said Granny, turning the sign on the door from ‘OPEN to ‘CLOSED’. “I recommend any other groomer in the valley. They won’t be as good as us but hopefully they’ll be open.”

      “First of all, Carmichael is not my son. We’re colleagues. The whole pet parent thing weirds me out.”

      Granny narrowed her eyes. “I like you more than I thought I did.”

      “Second…” Mike turned his big eyes on me. They were like spoonfuls of Hershey’s Chocolate Syrup. And I love Hershey’s Chocolate Syrup. “You can’t turn away a dog in need. The citizens of Toluca Lake need this canine smelling fresh. If he walks around stinking like skunk, the bad guys will be able to smell him coming. Plus, Amy… The other officers have been laughing at me.”

      “When did this happen?” Said Granny.

      “An hour ago. Tops. But it’s been one of the longest hours of my life.”

      “How about this?” said Granny. “You’re here early, and I don’t want your stinky dog to make Toluca Lake less safe. So I’ll soak up all the oils with paper towels and give him a bath with our special solution. It should take about fifteen minutes. We’ll do it on the house. You kids take a stroll around the block, and Carmichael here is going to stink like roses by the time you get back.”

      Mike’s jaw dropped. “For real? That would be sick.”

      “Try again,” said Granny.

      “That would be terrific and splendid and wonderful,” said Mike with a fake British accent.

      “Good. Now get.” Granny opened the door. Mike exited, but I hung back a few seconds.

      “Are you sure about this?” I said.

      Granny winked at me. “Come back soon.”

      Mike and I began walking up Main Street at a leisurely pace. It was hot again that day, probably ninety degrees. But the dry desert heat felt nice, almost like a sauna. The sky was blue and free of any clouds. And the big palm trees on Main Street rustled in the gentle breeze. Mike and I put on our sunglasses at the exact same time, moving every muscle like we were in a slow-motion scene from a movie. It was so hot we couldn’t have gone much faster, even if we wanted.

      “Left real sudden the other night,” he said.

      I looked at him, a little taken aback. “Wow. You’re getting straight to business.”

      Mike shrugged. “I’ve been thinking about it. You know thinking is something I do, right? Your departure was weird. Suspicious, even.” Mike looked at me over the rim of his sunglasses.

      I pointed at a nearby shop. “Have you ever been to Donna’s Juice? It’s a great spot. I like the orange juice with extra pulp. So good and sweet and fresh.”

      “Everybody’s been to Donna’s. You’re changing the subject.”

      Mike had a decent point. It was pretty clear that I was changing the subject. But I hadn’t told a lie, either. That orange juice had my mouth watering. Mike continued before I had a chance to respond. “I know you were chasing after Craig Franklin.”

      “I was not.”

      “I’m crazy, then. Because I could’ve sworn we both saw Craig Franklin explode onto the street, and then you hurried out making up some weird facts about a bathroom emergency. No woman I’ve ever been with would specifically mention a bathroom emergency. She would just go have the emergency.”

      “I’m a special woman, I guess. I don’t have the same awkwardness around that stuff. Everybody does it.”

      Mike headed to the awning by Eleanor’s Bakeshop and hid in the sliver of shade. “I like you. So I want to believe you. But I don’t.”

      I joined Mike under the awning and leaned against the cool stone exterior of the bakeshop. I looked up Main Street. A big American flag rustled in the wind outside the post office. A pregnant mother emerged from Trader John’s, my favorite grocery shop, holding a stuffed bag of groceries. An elderly man buzzed past us on a motorized wheelchair. “It’s so nice here right now,” I said. “Sorry. I’m not trying to change the subject again. I just… noticed.”

      “That’s why I’ve been so bent out of shape about these vandals. Did you hear that they hit the Mayor’s residence again?”

      I shook my head.

      “Yeah. I mean they literally hit the place. Just threw a dozen sandwiches at his front door and exploded mustard everywhere. What a waste of sandwiches.”

      “And mustard, it sounds like,” I said.

      Mike turned and looked at me. “Look, Amy, I know you ladies have solved some murders here in Toluca Lake. You know I appreciate that and respect it. But I’m in a weird place here. I mean, I like you. Like I said. But Rotund keeps asking me if I know what you guys are up to…”

      “I know,” I said. “But when he asks, maybe you can tell him you don’t know. Because you don’t know anything, really.”

      “When you put it like that, you make it sound kinda like I’m a bad detective.”

      I shrugged. “I just think you’re a nice guy who doesn’t want to mess up his chances with an incredible woman.”

      Mike turned away from me and laughed. “OK. I see how it is.”

      I started walking back toward Creature Comforts. “Come on. Let’s go check on Officer Carmichael.”

      Mike joined me and we walked back toward the shop. I strolled with my head held high and proud. It can take discipline to show confidence all the time, and I liked that I had handled Mike so well. At the same time, I feared a relationship might make things complicated.

      What would happen if we kept investigating and he found out for real.
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Fluffy’s Tail, Part Two

          

        

      

    

    
      With every new opportunity in life, there is attached a new responsibility. This is true for humans, for cats, probably for most creatures with any sort of neural cortex. I wondered if it was true for the puppy, but I suspected even he, with his goofy tongue and devil-may-care attitude, was at times burdened by a sense of obligation.

      For me, opportunity came in Mouse shepherding me to the great outdoors. And responsibility came in the shape of an orange tabby cat who was obviously trying to tell me something.

      I’m not an obsessive cat, but I know how to pay close attention. My eye for detail, my observational prowess, were the tools that had kept me alive on the mean streets of Toluca Lake. And those tools had also helped me figure out a few mysteries while living under the care of Petunia and Amy.

      First, I’d discovered Mouse, sneaking nibbles of my food when I wasn’t looking. I’ll admit, I’d expected the case to end in ruthless persecution of the criminal, but instead I’d developed a mutual respect, a fondness, even, for my rodent companion.

      Next, I’d traced a trail of literal crumbs to the place where Amy kept the almighty treats. And although my plan to garner unlimited access to said treats was ultimately foiled by the unannounced arrival of my house human, I’d nonetheless figured out the location of the snacks before I’d been thwarted.

      Mystery was apaw once again, because the neighbor’s unusual orange tabby cat was communicating in veiled signals, and I needed to decode what the lady was saying. Sure, I could watch from my perch on the windowsill and take my time trying to piece together the clues. But wouldn’t it be easier if I could have a whisker to whisker chat with my furry pen pal?

      I wasn’t entirely confident that I remembered the path to the outdoors that Mouse had shown me. So I waited until I heard her scurrying in the walls, then I gently scratched to get her attention. She came out of her mouse hole and sat back on her haunches, awaiting my reason for summoning her.

      Once I’d indicated that I wanted to go outside, Mouse quickly led me back on the trail we’d used last time. Before I knew it, I’d squeezed into the great wide open, and I was squinting against the bright sunshine.

      Listen, I’ll say it. Being outside is glorious and freeing and absolutely terrifying. Yes, I’d spent years fending for myself in alleys and side streets and vacant lots, but I’d gotten used to living on couches and carpet and having a regular eating schedule.

      So while it was nice to feel the breeze in my fur, twitch my tail under the clear blue skies, and munch on some grass to settle my stomach, the experience also quickened my heart rate and made my already slit-like pupils shrink to accommodate the light.

      I stood still as a stuffed cat for a few moments, waiting to adjust to my surroundings. Then I remembered — responsibility.

      I needed to learn more about this feline friend from across the way. So I stalked closer to her window, ears perked, tail alert as I went. I stopped briefly to pounce on a grasshopper, then released the insect back to whatever useless activities it intended to pursue that day.

      Once I arrived at the neighbor’s window, I found myself at a crossroads. Should I try to access the window by infiltrating the home? Should I climb a nearby bush and look from afar? Or was there another way?

      I scanned the façade of the home, and that’s where I saw my chance. There was a small bird bath near the window. If I jumped up into the concrete bowl, I could easily peer inside.

      Only one problem: Bird baths are wet. Unless they’re poorly maintained or let to dry up. I knew this one wasn’t safe and dry, no, whoever had this bird bath kept it up — I could tell from the robin dipping into the water and shaking its feathers.

      Well, as they say, sometimes, every cat has to get his feet wet. So I took a deep breath, wriggled back on my haunches, and jumped, landing squarely in the middle of the bird bath. Water splashed onto my stomach, into my eyes, all over my face. I shook it off, but the bath was deeper than I’d expected, so most of my legs were submerged. I tried to shake off my annoyance as well, but my ears laid flat against my head in unmistakable vexation.

      I managed to gather myself and get a good look into the window where the orange tabby normally perched. She was not in her usual area. I stretched my neck and tried to see if I could spot her elsewhere in the home. I saw her cat condo (nice but nothing special), a few scattered toys, and a half-empty food bowl (I liked a cat who could show some restraint). But no cat.

      Then, suddenly, something shiny caught my eye in the window. There, sitting in plain view, as if it had been propped up by a set of delicate little cat paws, was a toy fish. The fish was silver and green, with a big marble eye. It looked like a pretty fun plaything, but that was hardly the point.

      In my gut, I knew. That fish had been left there as a message.

      Something fishy was going on with the neighbor’s cat.
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      Granny returned Officer Carmichael to Mike with a little grunt about how the dog would never smell again for the rest of his life. Then she more or less shoved Mike out the door with the end of a broomstick.

      She grabbed my car keys and tossed them to me as soon as Mike was gone. “It’s casino time.”

      The Commerce Casino is locally well-known but far from famous. About an hour drive south of Toluca Lake, it wasn’t convenient by any means. That night, we got caught in a heavy dose of Los Angeles traffic. On a typical drive I don’t mind traffic. It’s only frustrating if you allow yourself to get frustrated by it, right? But that night I was so eager to make it down to the casino in order to question other gamblers about Wendy. I spent most of the drive drumming on the steering wheel with my fingertips.

      Once we got within twenty minutes of the casino, Granny began to prep me for the evening. “You’ve been to the Commerce before, right?”

      “Plenty of times. You know that.”

      “So you remember the number one rule?” said Granny.

      “Don’t eat the eggs at the buffet. Don’t eat any type of ground meat at the buffet. Don’t touch the card table while a hand is underway. Always tip the dealer. Go to the bathroom that’s far away because it’s less crowded and therefore cleaner. If anyone is wearing a shirt from the Commerce Casino and gambling, that means they’re tourists, and should be my target in a game of poker. You would also suggest that I target any players who are wearing sunglasses at the poker table because that’s something that only ever happens on television.”

      “And who else do you target?”

      “Bachelor parties and bachelorette parties.”

      Granny put her feet up on the dashboard. “You’re missing the biggest fish in the sea.” For the uninitiated, ‘fish’ is the term used for inexperienced gamblers by experienced gamblers, a.k.a. sharks. The sharks also like to call the fish ‘donkeys’. Neither is ever a compliment.

      I racked my brain, trying to think about which group might be the biggest fish in the sea. Granny had given me this lecture every time we had ever gone to any casino or card game. If I forgot she would lose ten percent of her respect for me and I could not allow that to happen. Then I remembered it… “Twenty-first birthday parties.”

      “Ding, ding, ding. Those kids are so wet behind the ears, they slip and fall every tenth step they take. As an experienced card player it is your duty to relieve them of their money. These kids need that important life lesson. In fact, that’s why they came to the casino in the first place. They just might not know it yet.”

      A little while later, Granny and I parked and walked toward the entrance of the casino. The main casino building was beige, one story tall and sprawled out for blocks and blocks. Cursive writing above the door labeled the casino as the Commerce and claimed to be home to, ‘The Legendary Commerce Casino Poker Room’. Just before Granny and I entered we were brushed aside by a busload of Chinese tourists, all chattering excitedly and sifting through wads of cash. Granny nudged me. “Tourists.”

      “We’re not actually here to gamble,” I said back in the exact same tone.

      “We’ll see about that.” Granny followed the group of tourists into the casino, and I tagged along. Once we reached the main floor of the casino, Granny took a step back and scanned the room. The center of the large, rectangular space was clogged with slot machines and video poker devices. There must have been over eight thousand such machines. Each was decorated with a unique set of bells and whistles, mostly digital. From somewhere in the middle of the slot machine jungle, a woman screamed “Jackpot!”. At the machine closest to me, an elderly man fell asleep with his head on the screen.

      Poker and roulette tables circled the clanging, neon slot machine jungle. Every spot at every table appeared to be taken by single gamblers or couples, throwing dice, tossing chips, and placing bets I hoped they could afford to make.

      “There she is.” Granny’s eyes lit up. “Slot Machine Lady is here. She knows everyone in this place.”

      “You don’t know her name?”

      “No one does. Follow me.”

      Granny led me to a classic slot machine toward the edge of the cluster. There sat a woman, around fifty years old, wearing a short denim skirt and rumpled leather jacket. The woman had sandy brown hair and wore bold blue eye makeup. Granny tapped the woman on the shoulder. “You’ve been at this machine forever. We want a turn.”

      The woman responded in a thick, coarse voice. It sounded like she had been chain-smoking cigarettes since she was in the cradle. “Fat chance, Petunia. Who’s your better half?”

      I held my hand out for a handshake. “I’m Amy, Petunia’s granddaughter. What’s your name?”

      “Around here they call me Slot Machine Lady. Not the most flattering moniker, but accurate. Out in the real world I have a different name, but you don’t need to know it.”

      Granny sat at the machine beside Slot Machine Lady. “Listen, do you know anybody named Wendy Franklin who hangs out around here?”

      The woman shrugged. “Maybe. Got a picture?”

      “We don’t.” Granny turns to me. “Should’ve brought a picture.”

      I whipped out my smartphone, searched up Wendy’s name, and quickly found a photo of her from the hospital where she worked. I enlarged the photo and handed my phone to Slot Machine Lady. “There she is. You recognize her?”

      Barbara turned up her hands. “Maybe if you paired her with her favorite slot machine, I might recognize the woman. But this place does a kooky thing to your brain. Everyone starts looking alike after a while. Like me and your grandma here. We’re basically twins.”

      “I don’t know which one of us should be more insulted by that,” said Granny.

      Slot Machine Lady coughed up something that sounded like laughter. Granny said a quick farewell, which went unacknowledged by Slot Machine Lady, and we strolled through the slot machine jungle looking for other regulars. Eventually we made our way around to a Roulette table on the far side of the room. The table was shut down and the dealer was straightening the chairs and cleaning up. Granny walked toward him.

      “You know that dealer?” I said.

      Granny waved at the guy. “Tony. How are you doing?”

      “I suppose that answers my question,” I said.

      Granny rushed up and gave Tony a big, firm handshake. She introduced me, and the three of us made small talk for a little while. Granny informed me that Tony was her favorite poker dealer and she implied that she always won big when he was dealing. Tony laughed off Granny’s compliments and let us know his shift had just ended.

      I showed Tony the photo of Wendy Franklin. He studied the photo carefully and then responded with a shrug. “Don’t know her, sorry. And I know everyone who walks through these doors.”

      Tony excused himself and hurried away, back toward an employee area. Granny and I showed the photo to a few more regulars over the next half hour or so. With each new inquiry we made, my anticipation dwindled, and my hopes drooped like curly hair on a humid day.

      No one recognized Wendy.

      And by the time I left, I understood what Slot Machine Lady had meant, about everyone looking the same. Something about the bright lights, the smoky air, the busy patterned carpet, and the labyrinthine arrangement of the casino made everything blur together, including faces.

      I walked out, passing people who might’ve been strangers or someone I’d just met, I couldn’t tell. My own father could’ve walked by, and I’m not sure I would’ve known his face. It was a strange feeling, and I realized for the first time how people ended up losing track of time while gambling.

      There was no such thing as time inside a casino. It was always bright, jangly, and energetic. People say New York is the city that never sleeps, but casinos, too, existed on their own clocks. Driven by the insatiable human need to win, to feel that adrenaline flush of luck. The Commerce was truly a sleepless place.

      I had a feeling I would also be sleepless that night. Our visit to the casino had not furthered the progress of our investigation at all.

      And if we didn’t figure something out soon, I had the unsettling suspicion we were headed toward yet another dead body.
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            Jailhouse Rock

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve heard jail can turn even the most sane man or woman crazy. Betsy was halfway there before she got booked.

      I visited her the morning after our big bust at the casino. Granny had stayed late to play poker, of course. But I had turned in early because I had wanted to show up early to visit Betsy, before Rotund was in for the day. My theory was that it would be easier to get close to Betsy without Rotund interfering, and my theory turned out to be correct.

      I arrived at the police department around seven a.m., and I was greeted by none other than my former high school history teacher, Mrs. Truffaut. Mrs. Truffaut had been my favorite teacher back in high school. She was a cute and chubby little lady who always dressed in comfortable shoes, jeans, and a comfy blouse. She had shoulder length brown hair and a sweet smile that always made me feel loved. When she saw me, Mrs. Truffaut stood and leaned across the reception desk. “Amy Stewart. I’ve been waiting to bump into you. Welcome back.”

      Before I had a chance to respond, Mrs. Truffaut had shuffled out from behind the desk and wrapped me up in a big hug. “You look great. Oh, and I’ve been so proud of you solving those mysteries. You’re the best. You’re just the best.”

      I laughed. “It is so good to see you, Mrs. Truffaut.”

      “Call me Ann. I’m not messing around. No more Mrs. Truffaut. You’re all grown up now.”

      “I’ll do my best. Are you a police officer now? Not teaching anymore?”

      “I’m a second deputy. That means I work the hours no one else wants to. I think this place is so peaceful. I love it here. I read my books, I do my knitting. It’s the perfect little retirement job.”

      “Wow, you’re retired. Congratulations. I feel old.”

      “Then imagine how I feel.” Ann tossed her head back and laughed. “Let me guess, you’re here to see your friend. I’m not sure she’s awake yet. Should I wake her up?”

      I shrugged. “I mean, I guess. I’m not sure I’m going to have time to visit her later, and I was hoping we could chat for a minute.”

      “I never had Betsy as a student at Toluca Lake High School. But she seems like such an academic person. I would’ve liked to teach her.”

      “She’s never struck me as overly academic,” I said. “Spirited, yes. But… bookish, no. She’s definitely not a murderer either, though.”

      “Right, right, she’s accused of a heinous crime. Listen, if I let you back there, it needs to be our little secret.” Ann pursed her lips and gave me a serious look. “I can’t have Rotund knowing I’m allowing you to breeze back there and talk to your pal whenever you want. He would be so annoying and French about it. He he he, ho ho ho. That accent makes me crazy. And not in a good way, like a nice Australian twang.”

      “It’ll be our secret,” I said. “I promise.”

      “Great. Don’t tell my husband I like Australians either, OK?” Ann gave me a coy smile and led me down the short hallway to Betsy’s cell. Betsy was wide awake in the cell, typing away on an old typewriter. Beside her were dozens of pages of typed writing, neatly stacked. On the floor surrounding her, crumpled up pages I imagined Betsy had discarded in disdain.

      Ann gestured toward Betsy. “Academic, see?”

      I blinked a few times in confusion. “I do see that. Thank you, Mrs. Truffaut. Ann. I’ll only be a minute.”

      Ann hurried back to the front room. I just stood there and watched Betsy type for a little while. I wondered where she’d gotten a typewriter. What she was doing. How long she’d been awake. I waited for her to notice me, but it didn’t seem like she was going to. I cleared my throat. “Betsy. You have a visitor. It’s me, Amy.”

      Betsy didn’t look over at me. “One second.” Betsy continued to clack, clack, clack on the typewriter. She wiped the sweat from her brow and typed more and more seriously.

      “Betsy…”

      “One second,” Betsy snapped. Finally, she typed out a few last characters, pulled out the page, arranged it with the rest and turned to me. “I’m writing a screenplay about my false imprisonment. The dramatic tale of one woman’s struggles in prison. I’m calling it… Betsy.”

      “So you’re writing a script about being in this jail and you’re naming it after yourself?” I said.

      Betsy smiled. “I knew you would get my vision. This is going to be huge, Amy. All the time I spent studying screenwriting is finally coalescing. They always say it takes a long time to find your voice as a screenwriter. You need to communicate on the page what makes you… unique. It comes out in little ways, at first. And then you get to a place where you can’t possibly write in a way that is not in your voice. It’s been so long. I’ve been banging my head against the wall trying to get here. It took prison, but I finally arrived at my artistic truth.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Do you even want me to find the actual killer and get you out of here?”

      Betsy jumped to her feet and ran to the bars. “Yes. Did you have a breakthrough? Tell me.”

      I winced. There had been no breakthrough. I wanted to tell Betsy that I, like her, had found my voice as a sleuth. I wanted to tell her that I had experienced a breakthrough like she had in her writing. But the truth was I had more questions than answers. I had only questions and no answers, to be more exact.

      When I told Betsy that no one at the Commerce Casino had any knowledge of Wendy Franklin, Betsy’s shoulders slumped. “No one knew her?”

      “It’s possible she gambled elsewhere,” I offered. “Or maybe she had really stopped gambling. She had a Gamblers Anonymous chip in her pocket when she died.”

      “You already told me the chip was only for one month of gambling sobriety. Is that the right term? Did she used to get drunk on gambling but recently she had been staying sober?”

      “I’m not sure what the terminology is. I should look it up before we discuss this much further. I don’t want to be insensitive to people who struggle with gambling addiction. All sorts of addictions are real, and they deserve respect. But you don’t know what you don’t know. So I guess I’ll say… I’m not sure if she was still getting drunk on gambling or not.”

      “It’s also possible the Gamblers Anonymous chip didn’t belong to Wendy,” said Betsy. “Hmmm that gives me an idea.” She slid a piece of paper into the typewriter, clacked out a few words, then turned back to me.

      “Good point,” I said. “But if Wendy didn’t owe a gambling debt, then why did her car get stolen? It seems to me the most likely scenario here is that her murder was the result of a robbery gone wrong.”

      “Sure,” said Betsy. “But there might be someone out there who had a personal grudge against Wendy. Something we don’t know about. Maybe she had an enemy who killed her. If that’s true, all you need to do is locate that enemy and get them to confess.”

      “It sounds so easy when you say it.” I turned away from Betsy and paced in the hall. She mirrored my pacing inside her cell.

      Then, suddenly, she rushed back to the bars and grabbed them. “You confirmed Craig Franklin’s alibi, right?”

      My eyes widened and I turned to Betsy. “Oh, my goodness. No. We haven’t.”
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            At the Movies

          

        

      

    

    
      Granny and I went over to the Burbank Town Center movie theater at lunch. As we approached the theater, a long line of mothers with strollers surprised me. I stopped about a dozen feet short of the line. “Well, looks like the movie theater’s giving out free diapers again.”

      “Very funny, kid. Looks like we got here just in time for the ‘Mommy and Me’ screening.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Once a week the theater opens just for mothers and their children to watch movies. The idea is to attract the mommies with cheap tickets so that they stay out of the normal movies. People hate screaming kids during the movie. You’d be surprised to know I’m fine with it. I find I get so immersed in the cinematic experience, I tune everything out except for what’s coming from the screen.”

      “Never heard of Mommy and Me. But do you think we can get cheap tickets? Grand-Mommy and Me?”

      “I’m not waiting in that line. I say we cut to the front and started asking questions about Craig’s alibi. Boron is clueless, but someone who works in this place must have the schedule written down.”

      I eyed the line of moms. It seemed to me that eighty percent of them had long, blonde hair and tan, caramel skin. “Those are some extremely Los Angeles mommies.”

      “Exactly. They’re all so afraid of confrontation they won’t say anything if we cut the line. Also, you know how it’s done.” Granny elbowed and jostled her way through the line of young mothers, apologizing as she went. I followed in her wake, muttering my own apologies like penance prayers. A woman who I deemed to be the sergeant of the blonde mom army brigade scowled when I passed her, but all the others smiled and made way for my passage. They say everyone is fake in Los Angeles. It can be true and often frustrating. But in situations like the one Granny and I found ourselves in that day, the friendliness of those mothers, whether fake or real, was a beautiful thing.

      A young girl with a lip ring and green hair was at the front of the line of moms, selling tickets. Granny walked right up to her. “I need to see the manager, please.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss. You’ll need to go to the back of the line.”

      “I refuse. And what are you doing, anyway? Aren’t most movie tickets sold digitally these days?”

      “The Mommy and Me tickets are special, so—”

      “You know what, nevermind. I don’t know why I asked that question because I don’t care about the answer. I’m going to walk past you and find the manager now. My granddaughter is going to come with me. You can try to stop me, but then all of these gorgeous moms are going to be left waiting, and the babies will start crying before the movie even begins. That would defeat the purpose of having a crybaby screening in the first place. You don’t want them to waste their tears before the movie starts.”

      Granny barged past the green-haired girl and I followed. Part of me felt a little bad because Granny was objectively rude to the young woman, but the girl didn’t seem to care at all, so I decided I wouldn’t care either. Granny walked up to three employees who were huddled near one of the theaters. She asked each if they were the manager. They all three said no.

      “Manager’s office is all the way down the hall on the left,” said the third guy.

      Granny patted him on the head. “Good boy. You get a lollipop.”

      “Sweet. Really?”

      Granny sighed. “No. I was being facetious. I have a lot I want to accomplish today, and this movie theater visit is slowing me down. So I’m taking it out on the staff. I’ll feel bad about it later, but for now I feel fine.”

      “That’s her way of apologizing,” I said. Then I handed the guy a coupon for ten percent off a dog grooming. “Come by Creature Comforts if you have a furry friend, and we’ll get you set up nice.”

      Granny charged down the hallway with fast, clipped steps. She stopped when she arrived at a door with the word ‘Manager’ written on it. She banged on the door and yelled for the manager to open up. Seconds later, the door opened to reveal a perky woman, somewhere in her thirties, wearing cat’s-eye glasses. “So sorry to keep you waiting. Something urgent must be going on. You knocked on my door with urgency.”

      “Something urgent is going on. Invite us into the office.”

      The woman stood aside with a smile. “I like your attitude. Come on in.”

      As soon as we were alone with the woman in her office, Granny launched into our story. She didn’t mince any words or hide any details, and she asked outright if the manager could confirm Craig Franklin’s alibi for the evening of Wendy’s death.

      The woman sat behind a desk that was cluttered with papers. “Let me do a quick search in our schedule and I’ll help you out. Thank you so much for the work you do, by the way. I know this theater isn’t technically located in Toluca Lake, but you keep the streets of Burbank safe with your investigating, too. Boy, oh boy, I hope Craig Franklin isn’t the killer. That wouldn’t bode too well for my hiring abilities.”

      “We can have a whole separate conversation about your hiring abilities,” said Granny. “You hired that guy Boron, and he tells everybody, at all his jobs, that he is a terrible employee. I love the guy, and I’m working to help him improve. But how did he land this gig?”

      “He’s a distant, distant cousin.” The woman winced. “My mother made me do it.”

      The woman searched for a few more seconds on her computer and then sat upright with a smile. “Here it is. Yes. I can confirm that Craig Franklin was working here at the movie theater last Friday night. He closed that night, and his shift began in the afternoon.”

      “If he was here, then he’s probably not the killer,” said Granny. “That means he’s got solid alibi, and—”

      “Wait,” said the woman. “We’re talking about last Friday night, right?”

      Granny sighed. “We’ve made that clear.”

      “Craig did work late that night. But I remember that was one of the nights he… disappeared.”

      I turned my head to the side. “When you say it like that, it sounds like the guy is a magician.”

      The woman let out a little, nervous laugh. “Oh, no, no, no. He’s not a magician. Sometimes he just disappears. He’s supposed to be working, but he wanders out for an hour or two. He wandered out last Friday night. For at least that long.”

      Granny looked at the woman with disbelief. “Yet you have not fired him.”

      “It’s hard to find good help. It’s hard to find any help. Clearly. I’m also remembering… Craig showed up to work upset that day. Apparently there was some drama over at the classic car show. He might have mentioned his wife in an angry tone. I’m not sure. Don’t hold me to that. I mean, he mentioned her angrily all the time. But I’m not sure if he did that day. Am I helping?”

      “Kind of,” I said.

      The woman squeezed her eyes shut. “When he returned to work his eyes were red, and I wondered if he had been crying.” She snapped her eyes open. “I just want to help.”

      I scratched my head. “This has been very helpful. Er, illuminating, as well. Would you like to help even more?”

      The woman widened her eyes. “Yes, very much.”

      “Tell us where we can find Craig Franklin right now.”
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            A Slice of Why

          

        

      

    

    
      “Two slices and a soda for $4.99, please.” I smiled at the woman at Patsy’s Pizza. “Oh, and can I get an extra for my Granny? We used to love coming to this place together, but she’s turned on it.”

      The woman gave me a big thumbs up and an enthusiastic reply. “Three slices and a soda, coming up. That will be ten dollars.”

      I scrunched up my face. “I don’t understand. Two slices and a soda is $4.99. The extra slice is also $4.99?”

      The woman nodded. “Yep. Would you like me to make it four slices and two sodas for the same price?”

      I bit my thumbnail. “We're not going to be able to finish that. And I don’t think I should have pizza for every meal today. But if I don’t buy the deal, then I’m just throwing money away. This is a weird feeling. It’s like… an annoying magic trick.”

      The woman waved away my concerns with her hand. “Corporate is so frustrating with the pricing. I get how you feel. I’ll toss in that extra slice for free today. If your Granny likes it, next time she’ll get the deal, and everybody will be happy.”

      “That’s awesome. Thank you.” I tossed a couple bucks in the woman’s tip jar, crossed the food court, and joined Granny at our little table by the window. The food court was quiet that day. There was an older man reading a science fiction novel in the corner. Then there was a woman gabbing on the phone over by McDonald’s. I recognized those two as regulars, and besides them it was just us. But I didn’t need a crowd to feel happy or comfortable at the Burbank mall. I had spent my childhood, and then much of my teenage years, in the place, and it felt like home to me.

      “What’re you smiling about?” said Granny, as I sat across from her. “It’s weird.”

      “Just remembering good times at the mall. Did you order your cinnamon bun?”

      Granny licked her lips. “The breakfast of champions. Also the breakfast of grandmothers. You took forever at Patsy’s.”

      “I was working out a little deal with the lady behind the counter.”

      Granny put her head in her hands. “You got me a slice. Kid, you’ve got to accept reality… The place isn’t good anymore, and I’m not going to like it ever again.”

      “We’ll see about that.” I took a sip of my soda. “So it turns out the manager at the movie theater wasn’t much help.”

      “That lady was so perky. And she wasn’t any help at all. Craig’s alibi is no good if he went missing for a large chunk of time. Plus, she had no idea where we could find him right now. No wonder she hired Boron, she’s terrible at her job too.”

      “Gee. Tell me how you really feel.”

      “I hated her smile, I hated her voice, I hated her perky attitude.”

      I chuckled. “You’re just hangry. That’s hungry and angry combined. A portmanteau, like Boron says.”

      “I know what hangry means. It’s one of my top three moods, so chances are you’re right. Go eat your pizza, I’ll scarf my cinnamon bun, and we’ll reconvene.” Granny popped the lid on her cinnamon bun, grabbed it and took a huge bite. “Go already.”

      Over the years, I had learned many times to do as Granny told. So I was back over at Patsy’s Pizza in a quick burst. The woman behind the counter slid my slices out of the oven and onto paper plates, then handed me a tray with all three slices bubbling on top. “Enjoy.”

      “They look better than ever.” I grabbed the tray and hurried back over to the table. It didn’t surprise me to see Granny polishing off the last of her cinnamon bun when I arrived. I grabbed one of the slices and handed it to her. “Surprise! I got you your very own slice so you can bask in the wonderful taste of yesteryear and remember the joys of—”

      Granny snatched a slice and took a big bite. I watched as she chewed. But she swallowed and took a sip of water. “No good. Too salty, not enough sauce. Sorry.” She took another bite.

      “You hated it but you’re still eating it,” I said.

      “I still feel the hanger.”

      The pizza looked good to me. Perfect mall pizza. Thick crust, bubbly golden brown cheese, and a nice, generous slice. I held up the plate and bit off the tip of the pizza. Warm, gooey, delicious.

      “Mmmmm,” I said, exaggerating my enjoyment. I chewed slowly and closed my eyes, really savoring the pizza. Maybe more than it deserved.

      “Get a room,” said Granny.

      I wiped my mouth and took a sip of my soda. “Sorry. Pizza is an intimate experience.”

      “Look, I was thinking about the investigation while you were fetching this disgusting, over-cheesed, undercooked pizza, and I realized what we should do.”

      I listened attentively. OK, I took another bite of pizza and it distracted me a little bit. But for the most part, I listened attentively.

      Granny continued. “We know Craig was going through a divorce. Maybe something bad happened in his relationship with Wendy that day. As far as I can tell, all the drama in this investigation points back to problems between the two of them. We’ve gathered a good amount of information about Craig. But we don’t know much about our victim, Nurse Wendy Franklin. Maybe she cheated on him. Maybe she had enemies. We need to investigate her to round out our list of suspects. See what she had going on in her life.”

      “Where do we start?” I said. “We tried digging into her gambling habit, that was a dead end. So what’s our next step?

      “She was a nurse. Nurses spend more time at work than they do at home. Affairs, drug addictions… Anything’s possible. Nurses can have tough lives. It’s hard to deal with all the stress of death and disease around you. And they’re so underappreciated.”

      “Nurses do have a tough job, huh,” I said. “I don’t know how they do it. I mean, surviving in the wilderness, among the plants and animals and the untamed elements is one thing. But surviving in a sterile, white-walled building, where people are most often there because of some terrible crisis… It’s like facing down a bear during a hurricane every single day.”

      “Some people love it,” Granny said. “I’ve talked to nurses who say they’d never have any other job.”

      “But Wendy didn’t seem to love it,” I recalled. “She was going on and on about hating her job.”

      “Maybe that’s just cuz it’s a hard job,” Granny said. “Or maybe there was something amiss at work.”

      “So let’s go to the hospital,” I said. “See what we can find out about Nurse Franklin.”
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            Nursing a Clue

          

        

      

    

    
      Toluca Lake was too small to have its own hospital. Citizens of our little village used nearby Burbank Memorial for their medical needs. Burbank Memorial was just a quick drive from Toluca Lake, and even closer to where Granny and I hatched our plan at the Burbank mall.

      Growing up as a kid who climbed trees, chased animals, and sought adventure, I’d found myself at Burbank Memorial on a few too many occasions. I’d climbed a tree and fallen out, broken an arm. Dove into the shallow end of the swimming pool, but I thought I was at the deep end. Broken the other arm. I’d also sprained an ankle playing soccer with the boys. And I once got stung by fifty bees over the course of three minutes. That story almost tells itself. Beehive. Tree. Stupid young girl who’s too curious for her own good.

      It’s possible that I took my dad’s advice, “smile at fear,” a bit too literally once I internalized it as a kid. But I had lived to tell all the tales, so what’s the problem?

      The hospital was nestled against Burbank’s famous Valhalla Cemetery. Kind of macabre, I know. It’s like someone wanted to make it super convenient to deal with the dead from the hospital. I found it best not to focus on the worst possible hospital outcome. Most people who went in came out alive. Right?

      The Burbank Memorial building was impressive, but not too big. It was about four stories tall with a large glass front, and a Starbucks in the parking lot.

      The Los Angeles area is rich with independent craft coffee spots. You could get incredible coffee on almost every corner. The shops had trendy names like Dinosaur, Intelligentsia, and Verve. But I had a soft spot for Starbucks, and I was pretty sure that was never gonna change.

      Granny didn’t want a drink that day. So I was the only one of us looking foolish with a pink whip cream Starbucks drink standing in the hospital lobby. But I didn’t let that faze me. Instead, I called back on Granny’s often-sung advice to “walk like I owned the place,” and I made a beeline to the elevator bank. As the elevator closed in, Granny turned to me. “Big hospital. Lots of nurses. Plan?”

      I pressed the button for the fourth floor, which was marked with the word, ‘Emergency’. Granny looked at me like, “Why?”

      “That day at the car show Wendy complained about helping people in their worst moments or something. She even used the word crisis when she was referring to work. Seems to me the emergency room is the best place to start our search. I thought we were on the same page coming here.”

      Granny crossed her arms. “You were a few pages ahead, kid. Don’t gloat about it. I’m already dizzy from cinnamon sugar and flour and regular sugar.”

      I gave Granny a sideways glance. “I don’t like that. You feel OK? Drink some water.”

      Granny gave me a playful shove. “Stop treating me like I’m old. I’m not dizzy from being old, I’m dizzy from having too much sugar like a toddler. Not even dizzy. I was just saying that. You’re bothering me, Amy.”

      “You sure you’re alright?”

      “I said I’m fine. If it turns out I’m not, good thing we’re at the hospital.”

      “Why would you say that if you’re fine?”

      Granny glared at me. “You’ve lost the ability to take a joke. It’s not a good look for you.”

      Ding. The elevator door opened on the fourth floor. Granny got out of the elevator, but I held back. I hadn’t anticipated that arriving at the ER would flood me with such vivid sense memories. I felt like both of my arms flooded with the sharp pain of broken bones, my head pounded with the heart-racing feeling of fight or flight, and I was a little kid all over again, hurt and afraid. Now I was the one feeling dizzy, and I couldn’t move.

      “Get out, kid.”

      I swallowed. “I was in here a lot. Those visits were kinda traumatic, you know. I think my stress hormones are, like, remembering the experience.”

      “Well if you’re going to faint, you’re in a good place for it. Haha, that was also a joke.” Granny grabbed my arm and yanked me out of the elevator. I looked around. Sure enough, we were in the lobby of the emergency room, my old familiar haunt.

      A teenage girl wearing a softball uniform had ice on her knee. Her head was on her father’s shoulder. A middle-aged man held a paper towel over his thumb. I could see a little blood seeping through. A concerned mother bounced a newborn on her knee.

      “Amy.” Granny snapped her fingers three times in my face. “Wake up. It’s go time.”

      Whoosh. The world zoomed back into focus. I grounded myself in the moment, remembered I wasn’t here with some sort of injury, but instead with some sort of purpose, and I stood tall and walked to the reception desk. The employee behind the desk was an overweight male nurse with dark circles under his eyes.

      Before he could muster the energy to speak, I did. “Yes, hi. My name is Amy Stewart. I own the new pet salon over in Toluca Lake, Creature Comforts. Anyway, I have appendicitis. Severe pains on my right side. I monitored the pain for several hours and it has worsened, so now I’m here. Emergency surgery, please.”

      The nurse looked up from the paperwork he had been studying. “You’re going to have to back up and start again, Energizer patient. All I got out of that was ‘pet salon’.”

      I repeated myself. That time the nurse listened with careful attention. My imaginary appendicitis must have sounded serious, because I found myself back in an exam room pretty quick. Granny held my hand as the nurse took my vitals. “My poor granddaughter. She loved her appendix so much. What a tragedy.”

      The nurse bustled out, leaving us alone. Granny leaned in and whispered. “Where did that come from? One second I think you’re going to pass out, and the next second you’re faking appendicitis like Rain Man counting toothpicks. Impressive.”

      The nurse reentered, holding a blood pressure monitor. When he started to wrap my arm, I pulled back. “I’m scared of getting my blood pressure taken.”

      The guy looked confused. “That’s a new one.”

      “Yeah. It’s a unique phobia. My friend Wendy works in this department. Do you think she can be my nurse? I would feel better with a familiar face.”

      The man’s face fell. “Oh, sweetie.”

      I sat up. “What?”

      “You poor thing. You didn’t know.” He clucked his tongue.

      “Didn’t know what? My appendix is bursting even more now, with suspense! What happened?”

      “Wendy died a few days ago.” The nurse looked over both shoulders, as if he was about to tell me a secret. “People are saying it was a murder.”

      I gasped. Granny gasped too, although hers came after an odd three second delay. Fortunately the male nurse didn’t notice. “I — I don’t understand. Wendy was an incredible woman. A nurse! A hero! And so, so nice. Who would’ve wanted to murder her?”

      “Um…” The nurse bit his lip like he was trying not to disparage a dead woman. “She was nice. But I could see how she might have rubbed some people the wrong way.”

      “Here at the hospital?” I said.

      Three soft knocks sounded on the exam room door. A tall doctor, about forty, with blonde hair and blue eyes, entered. “Amy Stewart? I’m here to discuss your surgery options.”
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            Doctor, Doctor, Gimme the News

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you the mother?” The man had a stiff demeanor, almost like he was a former military man.

      “Flattered. Grandmother.”

      “Then you need to leave.” The man stood aside and gestured to the door. “Hospital policy.”

      “Not going to happen, Doctor. I stick with my granddaughter whenever she needs me.”

      “Right now she needs you to leave. The longer you loiter in this exam room, the longer the delay before she gets the care she needs. You don’t want that, I don’t want that. I checked the records. Amy here signed the paperwork and you did not. Time to go.” The man once again gestured for the door.

      I put my hand on Granny’s arm. “Go ahead, Granny. I’ll be fine.”

      “But—”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Granny gathered up her purse, glared at the doctor, and exited. Once Granny was gone, the doctor crossed over to me.

      “Amy. I’m Dr. Bakersfield. I would say it’s good to meet you, but we both know these are less than ideal circumstances for you. I reviewed your paperwork, and your vitals seem fine. But we need to get you in for tests, and we need to make a plan about this appendix. If that’s even what it is. Oftentimes your symptoms can be traced back to gas. Do you consume many beans?”

      OK. I’ll admit, I didn’t expect my handsome doctor to ask me about my bean consumption. I almost laughed, but didn’t, thankfully. The guy was so official I was tempted to reply like a real patient, forgetting my mission about Wendy Franklin. Then I remembered my purpose. “I’m sorry. I think I might be in shock. That nurse who came in to take my vitals… He just told me my friend Wendy Franklin might’ve been murdered. She worked here in the emergency department.”

      “Never knew her,” said the doctor. “Now about those beans.”

      “I don’t eat beans. At least not most days. Occasionally, hummus, but I don’t think gas is the problem here.” I made eye contact with the doctor. “You know, honestly, I’m having trouble focusing on the bean question, I can’t think straight. Are you sure you didn’t know Nurse Franklin? I’m just… I’m grieving here, I mean, I can’t believe she’s really gone. I think it might help to talk before we get into all this medical stuff.”

      “I have hours at two hospitals, and I have a private practice. I see over a hundred nurses every week. I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

      “Wendy Franklin. Uh, she owned a red Mustang. She was kinda pretty, but a little harsh sometimes. Maybe if you saw a picture—”

      Dr. Bakersfield poked his head out the door and called out to someone unseen. “Nurse. I think we need a mild sedative in here. Patient is anxious and losing control. I need her to cooperate for these tests, but she won’t even give me a straight answer about how many beans she consumes.”

      A muffled reply came from whomever Bakersfield had been addressing. Bakersfield seemed dissatisfied with the answer. He exited the exam room and disappeared around the corner, where I heard him continue the conversation with the unseen person.

      “I can’t take sedatives right now.” I slipped off the examination table and gathered up my things. Then I tiptoed over to the door and peeked out into the hallway. Bakersfield was conversing with the male nurse from earlier. The doctor’s back was to me, but the nurse would’ve been able to see if I just walked out.

      I slipped back into the exam room to think. “What do I do? What do I do?” My eyes scanned the room, for what, I’m not sure. Then I spotted a glass container of tongue depressors on a little counter in the corner. The tongue depressors almost looked like they were from a doctor’s office on TV. But they gave me an idea.

      I tiptoed across the room and grabbed the tongue depressors. The glass container was cold to the touch. The metal lid was even colder. I peeked back out in the hallway. Bakersfield and the nurse were still talking. I opened the door wide and hid behind it so I was squeezed in the corner of the room between the door and the wall. “This better work.”

      I lifted the glass container above my head, and then smashed it in the center of the room. The glass shattered with a loud crash. Seconds later, Bakersfield and the nurse hurried into the exam room. When they entered, they both immediately crowded around the broken container. Taking advantage of their distraction, I slipped out from behind the door and into the hospital corridor.

      Fast footsteps carried me down the corridor toward a pair of double doors marked as an exit. I took nervous breaths in and out to my nostrils. I looked back without stopping. More hospital personnel were rushing to the exam room I had just escaped.

      Then I was through the double doors and in the lobby. Granny jumped to her feet when she saw me and followed me to the elevator. I pressed the button, and the wait for the elevator felt like an eternity.

      “Tell me what happened,” said Granny.

      “Did you hear that crash?”

      Granny’s eyes widened. “That was you?”

      Ding. The elevator arrived, and Granny and I stepped inside. As we rode the elevator down to the first floor and hurried out to the parking lot, I told Granny all about what just transpired. I told her that it seemed Wendy had made some enemies in the hospital. Granny agreed, based on our conversation with the nurse. I told Granny there was something off about that doctor, too. Then we got back into the van and buckled up. Just before I started the van, I punched the steering wheel in frustration. “Shoot.”

      Granny turned to me. “What’s the matter?”

      I hung my head. “I forgot my pink drink in the exam room.”
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            All Dogs Go to Heaven

          

        

      

    

    
      Granny and I did a full day of grooming after the hospital and after I picked up a replacement pink drink, of course. But then we went straight to the dog park. The Toluca Lake Dog Park was heaven, for dogs and kinda for people too. It was located in a little park just behind Main Street. There was a big field and a fountain for the dogs to play in. There were tons of palm trees that provided some nice, dappled shade around sunset. And there was a series of fun, metal tunnels the puppies loved to run through.

      If you had a stressful day, a visit to the dog park was the perfect antidote. If you had a great day, a visit to the dog park was the perfect way to end it. If it was morning and you were going to have a busy day, the dog park was the perfect way to grab a few moments of calm.

      Lucky exploded off his leash as soon as I unhooked it from his collar at the dog park. Granny laughed. “Look at that kid run. He’s so excited. I love to see it.”

      Lucky started toward a large golden retriever. The two dogs circled and sniffed each other for a moment. I watched with a smile on my face. “Looks like he made a friend.” I called out to Lucky, “Did you make a friend?”

      Granny imitated what the dogs might’ve been saying to each other. “Hello. Let me smell you. Oh. You smell like another dog. Maybe we should play together.”

      Lucky got distracted by a bird and started after it, barking as he ran. I chuckled. “Looks like they’re not going to be friends right now. Isn’t it crazy when dogs remind you so much of hunters?”

      “He’s not bird hunting, he’s playing.”

      I shrugged. “Animals are animals, Granny. You can’t deny them their DNA.”

      Granny pulled a little treat from her purse, held it in her palm, and whistled. Lucky ran up and gobbled the treat from her palm, then he jumped up on her lap and she gave him a big hug. “You’re my little animal. There’s Granny’s favorite little puppy, huh?”

      Granny accessed such sweetness with dogs and cats, it was always a surprise to me. You might have noticed that she’s not the sweetest lady in Southern California, not by a long shot. I liked that about her. But I liked her hidden cuddly side, too. “Aww, Granny. So adorable. I would eat a treat out of your purse and give you a big hug, too,” I said.

      “And that would be disgusting,” said Granny, setting Lucky back down. “So tell me more about this doctor.”

      “Right. Bakersfield. He was about six-foot-two. He had nice blonde hair and dark blue eyes. Pretty good tan, actually. Medium build, but nice arms.”

      Granny shoved me. “I’m not talking about his physical appearance, Amy. Anyway, I thought you were taken by that dumb detective.”

      “Mike is not dumb, nor am I taken by him. We haven’t had a single real date, I’m sure I don’t need to remind you of that.”

      “But he took you to the roof, and you had that romantic walk through Toluca Lake.”

      “We hid under the awning of the bakeshop and he threatened me to stay away from the case.”

      “Did he use the words ‘or else’?”

      I shook my head.

      “Then it wasn’t a threat. It’s the guy’s job to warn you. He’s just dotting his T’s and crossing his X’s, or whatever the expression is. You can’t blame him for that. And if you do blame him, maybe you need to find another man. Like this hot doctor.”

      “Oh, no. He’s not my type. Way too intense.”

      Granny pointed at me. “That’s the stuff I’m looking for. You brought up Wendy, and what did he say?”

      Lucky chased a little Chihuahua out in the park. They ran the whole length of the field twice, then the Chihuahua darted back to its owner. “These dogs remind me of the two of us investigating murders,” I said. “Darting back and forth like lunatics. Chasing their tails.”

      “But we always get what we’re after,” said Granny. “We catch the killer. Don’t forget that.”

      I turned to Granny. “It was the way he talked that weirded me out. Kind of like he got angry when I asked about Wendy. It was like he was shocked I had the nerve to ask anything so human or petty of an almighty doctor.”

      “This is why I don’t like doctors,” said Granny. “They think they are all that and a bag of baked Lay’s. No one likes baked potato chips, anyway. I’d rather have broccoli.”

      “Not all doctors are like that,” I said. “My pediatrician always gave me two lollipops instead of one.”

      “Of course I know they’re not all like that. You don’t need to defend doctors right now, Amy. Now tell me more about this handsome creep Bakersfield.”

      “He tried to sedate me awful quick. I’m not saying it was murderous or anything. But it just gave me a sense he was uncomfortable talking about Wendy. Maybe he knows something about Wendy that he shouldn’t know. Maybe the two of them were having an affair. That happens, doctors and nurses, right? It’s like a stereotype.”

      “Sure, sure. Or, maybe he’s not comfortable discussing a recently murdered co-worker,” said Granny. “Doctors deal with a lot of death, but it’s rarely of the murdersome variety. That nurse we talked to got a little squirrely as well.”

      “You think?” I said. “I thought he seemed like he was ready to gossip. It was almost like he was excited to tell someone about Wendy’s death. The murder must have rocked that emergency department hard. A little department like that is a microcosm of the small town it’s in. News spreads even more quickly, and so do the rumors. That’s why it’s so weird the doctor pretended to not even recognize the name.”

      Lucky ran through a tunnel. Then instead of running straight into the next tunnel, he turned around and ran through the first tunnel again. He repeated the trick four or five times. “Lucky seems to think there’s something special about that tunnel,” I said.

      “And I think there’s something special about that emergency department,” said Granny. “Something we don’t know yet.”

      “We can’t go back. Not now. I shattered a glass jar and escaped like a bad magician.”

      “Impressive move, by the way,” Granny said.

      “Anyway, I’m feeling a little guilty, using hospital resources for a fake illness,” I said. “There were real injuries in that waiting room, and I cut the line with my pretend-icitis. I mean, sure, we’re investigating a murder, and you could argue that’s more life or death than a thumb that needs stitches, but still… I don’t wanna do it again.”

      “And I’m not suggesting that, kid.” Granny uncrossed her legs and then crossed them in the other direction. “I’m merely observing that our suspicion was right. Wendy probably had enemies. She had a strong personality and I think that might have gotten her killed.”

      “I know what we should do next,” I said.

      Granny turned and looked at me, squinting against the setting sun. “What’s that?”
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            Taking the Case

          

        

      

    

    
      “That right there’s a briefcase, Missy.” Todd of Todd’s Hardware was an old codger if there ever was one. Hunched over, grizzled, and with the demeanor of a ship captain caught on land.

      “We know it’s a briefcase, Missy,” said Granny, emphasizing the word Missy. “We need you to get it open.”

      Todd in turn adopted Granny’s surly tone of voice. “I gather you want the briefcase opened, but this is a hardware store, not a locksmith.”

      “Says ‘Locksmith’ on your sign,” said Granny, crossing her arms.

      You guessed it. Todd crossed his arms too. Like a man in the mirror. “Well, I stopped offering those services when Bush was in office. The first Bush.”

      “Get a new sign then.”

      “Signs are expensive. You buying?”

      Granny took a step toward the counter. “I’ll buy a can of black spray paint from you and a ladder. Then I’ll climb the ladder and cross out the word locksmith. I’m helpful like that.”

      “I would never willingly sell you supplies with which you plan to deface my business. This place has been around since JFK was shot.”

      Lotta presidential references, I thought. Todd seemed to measure time in presidents.

      “So have I,” said Granny. “A lot longer than that, in fact.”

      “You’re old. I’m older.” Todd sat on a leather stool behind his counter. As I looked from him to Granny and back, I had the feeling it might be helpful for me to intervene. But I was having too much fun watching the verbal sparring match between the two grumpiest people I had come across.

      “Tell me your age,” said Granny.

      “You first.”

      Granny laughed. “Old enough to know that trick. You’ll just add two years to whatever I say.”

      “The girl can be an objective third party. You give her your license, and I’ll give her mine. She’ll tell us who is older, and therefore wiser, and therefore more deserving of respect.” The man fished his wallet out of his back pocket. It was four inches of receipts and dollar bills stuffed into cracked leather. Not to be outdone, Granny pulled her own wallet from her purse. It was just as wide, also stuffed with receipts and singles. The man held his license out toward me. I took a step back.

      “If I involve myself in this ridiculous posturing, you’re going to dust off your locksmith skills and pop open a briefcase for us. Tell me we have a deal.”

      “My fees are $100 and half of whatever is in the briefcase.”

      I laughed. “You can have the hundred dollars. I don’t think the other part is true.”

      Todd nodded. “Smart girl.”

      I took the license. Then I took Granny’s and I compared the birthdays. I couldn’t believe my big, green eyes. “You were both born on March 31, 1940.”

      “I don’t believe that.” Granny snatched both licenses from my hand. Her eyes scanned for the dates, and then she tossed them down on the counter. “Ridiculous.” She turned to Todd. “Tell me what time you were born.”

      Todd scoffed. “I don’t know that. You’re crazy.” Todd stepped back and gave Granny a more discerning look. “March 31, 1940, huh?”

      Granny nodded. “Better believe it.”

      “Good day to be born.”

      “The best.”

      Ten seconds elapsed as the two old grumps sized each other up. Then, at the exact same moment, they reached out their hands to shake. Then they clasped palms and engaged in what I can only describe as the heartiest handshake I’ve ever witnessed. Starting with Granny, everyone I’d ever known with a March birthday was forceful, determined, and no-nonsense. My theory was springtime is a forceful time of year. Nature is elbowing its way past winter, coming back to life. So people born then had the same personality as the earth.

      When the firm, intense handshake ended, Todd turned to me. “Now let’s get into that briefcase so you two can retrieve your drug money.”

      Granny laughed. “Yeah, right. If that thing was filled with drug money, we’d blow it open with a gun.”

      Todd chuckled, grabbed the suitcase, and took it over to a nearby workbench. He slammed the briefcase down with a loud thud. “If you used a gun on this thing, you’d blow the money up into a thousand pieces.”

      “Not if we take our payment in gold,” said Granny.

      Todd chuckled again. I marveled at how the two old grouches had overcome their differences with such grace and elegance. I suppose nothing bonds people like a shared birthday. They had both seen the exact same amount of life and they were therefore, perhaps, in the most measurable way possible, equals.

      “I’ll get my shotgun and blow it up then,” said Todd. “Watch the shop for a few minutes?”

      “Very funny. Maybe grab an unsold drill off your shelf and use it. And try to make it snappy, we’ve got drugs to sell.”

      OK. By that point, I thought their camaraderie was wasting my time. Were the two interested in one another romantically? Granny already had Rotund barking up her tree, so to speak. She hated the attention from him, but she seemed to enjoy the back and forth with Todd. In all my life, I’d never known Granny to have any romantic relationships except with my grandpa, but she wasn’t exactly the most open person, either. For all I knew, she could have had three shotgun weddings and subsequent shotgun divorces in Las Vegas during my teenage years without me ever finding out.

      Granny was a mystery like that.

      “Truth is, I don’t need guns or a drill for this one. Paperclip should do the trick.”

      “You’re going to pick the lock?” said Granny.

      Todd nodded. “Oh yeah. This is part of why I got out of the locksmith business. Ninety-nine percent of the time, you can solve the problem with a paperclip. But if you show up, work for five minutes, pop the lock and leave, people think they should only give you a few bucks for your trouble. But this is a unique skill set, and it took time to learn. I got tired of justifying my prices to people after fixing a big problem for them. So I got out.”

      “A hundred bucks does seem like a lot if you’re just going to use a paperclip,” I said. Todd shot me a look. “But we’re going to pay it, no questions asked.”

      Todd opened what appeared to be the world’s largest junk drawer. “Paperclip, paperclip, paperclip,” he muttered. Then he hoisted a paperclip in the air. “Found it.”

      The old guy, who at that moment struck me as a 1970’s cat burglar in the witness protection program, popped the lock in three seconds flat. Then he handed us the briefcase without looking at it and smiled. “I prefer cash.”
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            Naked and Afraid

          

        

      

    

    
      “Ah!” Granny yelped. “The Big Baby’s naked.”

      I stopped the van across the street from the diner and looked out the window where Granny was pointing. Sure enough, someone had painted… nudity… Over the Big Baby’s iconic apron. The art was crude, unimaginative, and graceless. A distinctly, er, male body part had been spray-painted over the statue’s diaper.

      I covered my eyes. Then I uncovered them and looked again. Then I covered my mouth. Then I uncovered it and stammered. “No. That’s… That’s…”

      “It’s wrong.”

      A painting truck pulled up in front of the diner and my friend Jess, the owner of the Big Baby, hurried out of the restaurant to meet them. “Poor Jess. This can’t be good for business.”

      Granny pulled out her phone and took a picture of the defaced statue. “I don’t know about that. I bet lots of pictures are getting posted online. What’s that they say about publicity?”

      I shook my head. “No. This is bad publicity. I mean, the Big Baby’s customers are not… the edgy types. This, um, adjustment, to the statue is bad for the diner, and it’s bad for Toluca Lake. I bet those vandals did this. The same kids who threw mustard sandwiches at the mayor’s front door.”

      Granny laughed. “I heard about those mustard sandwiches. Waste of mustard, but a fun prank. Still. That Tommy kid needs to learn to stand up for himself. Not let that kind of mustardly deed go unpunished.”

      “Well, good thing you’re teaching him life skills,” I said. “Maybe he’ll start doing a better job as mayor.”

      “Yep. That boy needs my wisdom. My guidance. My tough but fair stance on sandwich-related crime. And I’m going to help him do it better.”

      “Should I get out and try to help Jess?” I said.

      “Do you have expertise in repainting enormous diapers I’m not aware of?” said Granny.

      I bit my lip. “I guess she’s handling it.” I rolled down my window. “Jess. You OK?”

      Jess waved at me. “Not at all.”

      “Can I help?”

      “Not at all.”

      Granny shrugged. “Told you so. We’re just going to have to hope Officer Handsome apprehends these vandals before they pull this stunt on any of the other public art around here. I’d hate to see what they’d do with the Creature Comforts sign. Now let’s go. I want to get back to the shop so we can look at the contents of the briefcase.”

      I started up the van, drove the short distance down to Creature Comforts, and parked in my spot. Shortly thereafter, Granny and I were alone in the shop with the briefcase on the counter between us. We had waited to look inside the briefcase until we knew we were alone, at my insistence. I didn’t want anyone coming up to us on the street or knocking on the window of the van while we were investigating. So I locked the shop, turned the sign to ‘CLOSED,’ and popped the case open.

      The case contained an assorted pile of books, folders, knickknacks, and papers. The first thing I grabbed was a textbook with the title “Medical Surgical Nursing: Your Guide to Becoming a Registered Nurse.”

      Granny took the book from me. “Looks like she wanted to be a registered nurse. That’s not an easy job.”

      I grabbed a few loose papers from the briefcase. “These are practice tests for the RN exam. Seems like Wendy Franklin had a promising future in medicine. She got a ninety-two percent on this one.”

      I handed Granny the tests. Granny scanned the questions and answers, and her eyes narrowed more and more with each line she read. “I don’t know how people do this stuff. So complicated, such a small margin of error. That’s what I like about poker. There’s a comfortable margin of error. You can make three bad decisions in a row, but you can always save it by making the perfect decision on the river.”

      “Dog grooming is a little bit of both, I think,” I said. “If you make a couple mistakes you can recover. But if you mess up too bad the dog is stuck looking silly for a long time.”

      “I’d rather give a dog a bad haircut than kill someone on the operating table, Amy.” Granny pulled the briefcase closer to her. “What else is in there?” She sifted through the case. “Weird. This is a lucky fifty cent coin. And here’s a rabbit’s foot. Here’s a little crystal. And this looks like a button from a vacation to Cape Cod.”

      “That’s a random assortment.” I leaned closer to get a better look. “It seems like a collection of personal artifacts. The kind of stuff kids carry with them or save because of perceived sentimental meaning.”

      Granny handed me a photo. It was one of those souvenir photos from Splash Mountain at Disneyland. Craig and Wendy were side-by-side in the flume with their hands held in the air. They were smiling and  they looked young and happy. The photo gave me a wistful feeling. “Looks like they got along once upon a time. At least for a few minutes on a water ride.”

      “Everyone gets along at Disneyland. That’s the point. Most magical place, yada yada.”

      I grabbed an old newspaper from the briefcase and handed it to Granny. “Why do you think she saved this?”

      Granny shrugged. “Maybe it had a personal meaning like the rabbit’s foot and the other little trinkets. Hard to say.”

      There was a yellow folder at the bottom of the briefcase. The kind with a little metal clip at the top. My stomach tightened when I saw the folder. Unlike all the other items in the briefcase, the folder had not been worn by time. It was crisp and looked new. As I pinched the clasp at the top of the folder to open it, my vision narrowed to the size of a pinhole. All I saw was that clasp. I didn’t want to be the one to sully the folder, so I moved carefully and slowly. Granny must have sensed the gravity of the moment. She watched me without saying a word.

      I opened the top flap on the folder and then turned it upside down. Several professional grade photographs slid into my hand. They were large, at least 8 x 11, and they were in black and white. The photos showed a middle-aged man with a woman who was of similar age. The photos had clearly been taken from various hiding places. One was from behind a tree. The other was from around the corner of a building. The third was taken from behind some parked cars.

      I looked over at Granny. “It looks like these photos were used to extort or bribe someone. Do you know who that man is?”

      Granny shook her head.

      I spread the three photos out on the counter and lined them up one by one. Each looked so secretive and so mysterious. Each clearly showed the face of the unknown man. I traced the man’s face with my finger.

      “We’re going to find out who you are. And we’re going to find out why these photos were taken.”
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            Stop Russian Into Things

          

        

      

    

    
      There were a few people famous in Toluca Lake for knowing everything and everyone. The most legendary of those people was probably Toluca Lake’s most senior resident, Mirabelle Montgomery. The second most famous of the Toluca Lake know-it-alls was probably Eleanor of Eleanor’s Bakeshop. The bakeshop had been in town a great many years. Eleanor’s mother had opened the place when Eleanor was just a baby. It always warmed my heart to think about that baby running the shop as a grown woman. Life can be beautiful sometimes. No. Life is beautiful. It’s that simple. Murders or no murders, life is beautiful.

      As luck would have it, we spotted Eleanor and Mirabelle dining together at a sidewalk table outside the Big Baby. The indecent statue was perched on the roof above their heads, but neither seemed to know or care. They had been too many places and seen too many things to be bothered by a little vandalism. That was my assumption, at least.

      Eleanor was a cute little lady with curly, white hair and thick bifocals. She had always reminded me of Mrs. Claus. That was especially true when she was wearing her apron in the bakeshop.

      Mirabelle was rumored to be well over a hundred years old, but she didn’t look a day over 95. She had straight, blonde hair. She wore bright red lipstick. And she never left her house without donning her famous pink tennis shoes. Granny and I approached from the sidewalk. Granny gave both women a big smile as we neared. “There they are. My two favorite dinosaurs in all of Jurassic Park.”

      Eleanor and Mirabelle laughed. “You say that like you’re not also a dinosaur,” said Eleanor in her squeaky voice.

      “She says that because she knows she’s a dinosaur just like us,” said Mirabelle. The three of them laughed together for a good long twenty seconds. My laughter faded after only five seconds though. The yellow envelope in my hands was a reminder of our mission.

      “How are you ladies?” I said.

      You might be thinking, cut to the chase, Amy! But I didn’t want to ask for Mirabelle’s alibi, nor to assist us too quickly. It was important that they felt respected and that I treated them like the honored members of the community that they were. Otherwise, they’d feel used or taken for granted, and I didn’t want that. Neither for the investigation nor for my own personal moral compass.

      So I spent at least ten or fifteen minutes asking after them, their lives, their grandchildren, their pets, and everything in between. Neither Eleanor nor Mirabelle spared a single detail on any of those topics. Eleanor informed me which college all of her grandchildren were attending. She also told me their majors and she listed their natural talents and described their social lives for me.

      Mirabelle did the same except with great-grandchildren instead of grandchildren. As I listened to the women sort through every detail in their lives and the lives of those they loved, I grew more and more eager to show them the photos. I expected that both Eleanor and Mirabelle would recognize the man from the pictures. I further expected they would know where he lived, who his friends were, who his enemies might have been, and what he typically enjoyed for breakfast.

      Mirabelle spent a few minutes describing every freckle on her new great-great-grandchild’s face. I’m not kidding. She claimed that if you connected the dots on the baby’s face, they formed the shape of a heart. Eleanor seemed to think that was the cutest thing ever. But I could tell from Granny’s grunt that she was growing tired of the smalltalk, and so was I.

      A waiter bustled by carrying a plate stacked with pancakes. All four of us watched him as he walked past, salivating just a little. I imagine we looked like cartoon dogs following a tray of meat at a barbecue. Then Mirabelle resumed her description of the freckles, and I had to interrupt.

      “I’m so sorry, Mirabelle,” I said. “Your great-great-grandbaby sounds adorable. But as I was standing here just now, I realized that the two of you might be able to help me and Granny solve a problem we came across recently.”

      Mirabelle leaned forward and whispered. “Is it a problem in your murder investigation?” She emphasized the word murder like it was top-secret, but didn’t lower her voice at all.

      “Let’s just say it’s a matter of utmost local importance,” said Granny. “A Toluca Lake code red.”

      “That sounds like a scary code,” said Eleanor.

      I slid the photos out of the envelope and handed one each to Eleanor and Mirabelle. Eleanor gasped. My eyes widened. “You recognize that man?”

      Eleanor shook her head. “Oh, no. But these look like spy photos and I find that terrifying. Are there spies in Toluca Lake now? Please don’t tell me we’ve been infested with Russian spies.”

      “I’ve got Russian blood,” said Mirabelle. “Please don’t use the word infested when describing Russians. It’s rude.”

      “I’m sorry. You’re right. The fact that these spies are Russian is irrelevant. Spies of any nationality are bad. Unless they’re American spies, of course. Those people are heroes.”

      The women had the photos back to me. “I don’t think there are any spies around Toluca Lake. But you’re right, these look like professional, spy-quality photos. Do you have any idea who the guy is?”

      Eleanor and Mirabelle exchanged wide-eyed glances and then turned in unison back to me. “I’m afraid not,” said Eleanor.

      “Must not be local,” said Mirabelle. “Anyhow, the freckle on her left cheek connects to a freckle near her top lip and then that…” My mind wandered away as Mirabelle repeated for what may have been the third time a description of the baby’s freckles.

      I watched a waiter bring plate after plate of delicious food to a large table nearby. All the diner classics, like omelettes, chocolate chip pancakes, and scrambled eggs, plus a few new things that Jess was trying out, like vegan ‘huevos’ rancheros, sweet potato latkes, and some sort of waffle sandwich. My mouth might’ve watered a little, but I kept it in check.

      After a little while Granny unceremoniously announced that she and I had to leave. Then we headed down the sidewalk shaking our heads in confusion.

      “We’ve got one more know-it-all we need to see before things get desperate here,” said Granny.

      I scratched my head. “Who?”

      Granny pointed across the street at the offices of the Toluca Lake Tribune. “Can’t believe you forgot our old pal Dirk. It’s his job to know everything that goes on in this little village, dotted with palm trees as it is.” Granny skipped across the street, even though cars were approaching too fast, too close. I waited until the coast was clear and I crossed safely. When I arrived at where Granny was standing she shook her head. “You can be such a scaredy-cat.”

      I exhaled. “If I’m going to die during the course of one of these investigations, it’s not going to be because I crossed the street too soon.”

      “Fair point,” Granny said. “But I’m gonna keep doing what I do.”

      We found Dirk just as he was locking up the doors to his office. He was wearing his signature three-piece suit, fumbling with his keys.

      “Dirk,” said Granny.

      The guy shrieked like a goat and dropped his keys on the ground. When he saw us he clutched his chest and stumbled back. “My goodness, you ladies scared me. I hate being approached from behind. Alas, it’s unavoidable. What are you doing here?”

      Granny launched into the story of our investigation and the briefcase and the photographs. As she spoke, I looked around the hallway that led to the Tribune offices. The walls were lined with framed newspapers, which I presumed to have been important in the history of Toluca Lake. The headline closest to me read, “Todd Johnson Wins Hot Dog Eating Contest Third Year Straight.” The man in the photo was none other than Todd from Todd’s Hardware. I chuckled to myself. Granny turned to me. “What’s so funny, Amy? We’re talking about murder here.”

      I blinked a few times. “Sorry. I just got distracted. This newspaper on the wall about the hot dog eating contest… Is that Todd from Todd’s Hardware?”

      Dirk gave me a nod. “Oh, yes. Todd is a layered man. He knows how to pick a lock. He knows how to run a business. And he’s an incredible eater. If you’re thinking about entering the contest, I’d advise against it. The man is formidable, and his abilities haven’t gone downhill with age.”

      “Didn’t seem so formidable to me,” said Granny. “We share a birthday, you know.”

      “Well that’s special,” said Dirk, “Now give me the photos so I can take a look before I go home and microwave my macaroni and cheese.” Dirk turned to me. His movements were so stiff I wondered if he had an iron spine. “I have macaroni and cheese dinner every evening at the exact same time. The pasta is whole-wheat, so it’s nutritious but it’s also a guilty pleasure that I look forward to throughout the day. You won’t like me tomorrow if I don’t get my macaroni and cheese tonight.”

      I had no answer for the guy. Honestly, I wasn’t sure I liked him anyway. His demeanor was strange, a little unfriendly even. But most of Granny’s friends had that trait in common. She always seemed to have a skill for attracting the oddballs of society.

      I handed Dirk one of the photos. A look of recognition passed across his face. He looked up at me with knitted brows. “Are you sure you want me to tell you who this is?”

      I nodded. “We need to know.”

      “This man is a bad apple. A ruthless tycoon driven by greed. A true slave to capitalism—”

      “Alright, already, who is he?” Granny asked.

      “I was getting there,” Dirk huffed. “He’s a real estate developer named James Banks. He’s been buying up old houses around Toluca Lake for years. He outbids the competition every single time. There’ve been grumblings among the locals for years about running him out of town, but that’s neither hospitable nor legal. But Banks has made it very difficult for prospective buyers to purchase a new home here in Toluca Lake.”

      I scratched my chin. “But somehow Wendy had just bought a house and moved in.”

      Granny turned to me. “You’re right. Somehow Wendy Franklin beat this shark to the punch. And I have a feeling these photos might be the reason why.”

      Dirk leaned forward and looked from me over to Granny. “This is quite the scandal. Are the two of you suggesting perhaps the recently murdered Wendy Franklin extorted James Banks in order to keep him from bidding on her dream home?”

      I shrugged. “I guess yeah, when you string it all together, that is what we’re suggesting. Sounds a little far-fetched when you say it out loud, but then… Murder is almost always far-fetched.”

      “I’d like to run a story about this.”

      Granny snapped. “Not yet, Dirk. Be patient and we’ll give you the scoop as soon as the murder has been solved.”

      “For you, fine,” said Dirk. “But don’t tell anyone I’m giving you special treatment.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” said Granny.

      I took the photo back from Dirk and studied the grainy face of James Banks. He had thick, black eyebrows and deep-set, beady eyes. I wondered if the man in that photo was capable of committing murder. Staring into those eyes, even in a photograph, even if he was innocent, I felt the hair on my neck stand up. If what Dirk was saying was even a little bit true, James Banks was a villain. Maybe not a murderer, but definitely not a saint.

      I looked over at Granny. “Did Wendy Franklin mess with the wrong tycoon?
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      Ask ten people and you’ll get ten different answers to the question, “What type of dog is the cutest?”

      For me, the answer usually depends on my mood. If I’m having a grumpy day, I might find bulldogs extra cute. If I’m having a floppy day, I might be especially into Cocker Spaniels. But there’s one kind of dog I find cute no matter my mood, and that’s the King Charles Cavalier Spaniel mixed with a poodle, a cross-breed more commonly known as the Cavapoo.

      The morning after Granny and I spoke with Dirk and learned about the real estate tycoon, James Banks, Granny and I had the pleasure of grooming a duo of Cavapoos. The dogs were nearly identical. They were small, probably fifteen pounds each. They had extremely shaggy, curly coats. Their eyes were big, brown, and soulful. And their tails curled back over their rears, just a touch.

      The dogs’ owner, a Hollywood makeup artist named Sarah Beth, insisted that we give both Harry and Hudson (those were their names), the “teddy bear” haircut.

      I knew the teddy bear well, and if you’ve ever seen a stuffed teddy bear, you know it too. Short, cute, and cuddly. That about sums it up.

      Harry and Hudson, like most Cavapoos, were easy to work with. They just sat there looking cute as Granny and I gave them their haircuts. Hudson laid down a few times and didn’t seem to want to get up to have his tummy trimmed, but that was the only challenge. Once I finished Harry’s haircut he jumped into my arms and rubbed his face against mine. Cavapoos are so cuddly it’s ridiculous.

      “Looks like that puppy has a thing for amateur detectives,” said Granny. She turned to her dog, Hudson. “What gives, pal? You not cuddly like your brother?”

      On cue, Hudson hopped into Granny’s arms. She stumbled back and laughed as he licked her face and rubbed against her.

      We both had wistful hearts when Sarah Beth showed up and carted the dogs off. It was around lunchtime. That meant we would have to close the shop for an hour and spend a little time away from the wonderful pets who we got to call customers. It also meant it was time to confront the notorious real estate developer and find out the truth about his relationship with Wendy Franklin.

      Once the puppies were gone, I grabbed my keys off the counter and turned to Granny. “Ready to go?”

      Her shoulders slumped. “Do we have to? The guy’s office is all the way over in Sherman Oaks. It’s going to take at least twenty minutes to get there. I’m not in the mood to sit in traffic. Let’s go after work.”

      I rolled my eyes. “The guy might be a killer, Granny. Don’t tell me you’re not willing to sit in traffic to catch a killer. I’m sure he’d be willing to sit in traffic to kill again.”

      Granny grabbed her bag from the counter and stalked off toward the exit, grumbling. “Why can’t everyone be a Cavapoo?”

      Ten minutes later, we were stuck in traffic on the 134, and we had only gone about two miles. Granny tapped her windowsill, groaning. Then she rolled down her window and looked at the line of cars behind us like they had done something to personally offend her. Finally, she rolled up the window and looked over at me. “We’re all idiots. Human beings weren’t meant to be confined to vehicles like this. If cars had never been invented, everything you need would be within walking distance. I missed that golden era by only a few decades, Amy. And don’t get me started on the Internet.”

      “You realize you’re complaining about cars and computers, right?” I said. “If you’re not careful somebody is going to accuse you of being a grumpy granny.”

      “I take that alliterative badge and wear it with pride.” Granny checked the rearview mirror and shook her head once more in annoyance. “Grumpy grannies are honest grannies. There’s a lot to be grumpy about, Amy.”

      “There’s a lot to be happy about,” I said. “A lot of the time, cars get us places fast. They allow us to explore the country and the world. They connect us to people who live far away.”

      “We’re not supposed to be connected to people who live far away. It’s the same argument people make about the stupid Internet. They say it’s so great because it connects us to people from all over the country. People we met when we were twenty, thirty, forty. People who moved away. Back in the day, when you moved, it was a big bonus that you never had to talk to anyone you knew, ever again. It was a chance to start fresh. Now nobody starts fresh, and I spend half the day in front of the computer.”

      I laughed. “I’m not going to pretend the Internet is perfect. But I like how it connects people. It’s also a great source of knowledge.”

      Granny mumbled something about books being a great source of knowledge. I don’t know why I had chosen to battle her negativity with positivity that day. I suppose that was our dynamic, but most times I let Granny’s grumpiness roll right off my back. Her demeanor was kind of entertaining, to be honest. And I had learned many, many times it was futile to protest. Plus, she wasn’t really a cynic. Spend thirty seconds watching her play with a puppy, and you’d know what I mean.

      The office for the James Banks Real Estate Company was in a strip mall, right above the 7-Eleven. I squinted up at the storefront as I drifted to a parking spot in the little lot. “I didn’t expect a big real estate developer to have an office in a strip mall. Spots like that are usually reserved for smoke shops and massage parlors.”

      Granny shrugged. “He’s a real estate developer. I’m sure he’s obsessed with getting cheap rent, and I doubt it gets much cheaper than above the Slurpee store. I think I’m going to grab one of those for lunch, by the way.”

      “You are not,” I said with a laugh. “No good granddaughter allows her grandmother to consume liquid sugar for lunch. It’s unconscionable.”

      “OK. I won’t get a Slurpee.” Granny hopped out of the van and hurried into 7-Eleven. I waited outside and two minutes later she emerged, taking a giant bite of a 7-Eleven hot dog.

      I gagged. “Granny. You’re eating meat from under a heat lamp. I’m not even sure that hot dog technically has any meat in it. You would’ve been better off with the Slurpee.”

      “You’re in a snobby mood today,” said Granny. “I like it. You should be more judgmental, more often. Keep going. Tell me all my habits are disgusting.”

      “I’m not judgmental.” Granny had touched one of my nerves. “So what if I want you to be healthy? You have to make me feel bad for that?”

      Granny chuckled, polished off the hot dog, and headed up the staircase that led to the real estate office.

      We entered to find a bare-bones waiting room. There were a few folding chairs and there was a reception desk with a young assistant behind it, typing on the computer and yelling on the phone at the same time. The assistant was a twenty-something brunette with a ruddy face and thick-rimmed, black glasses. Granny and I waited quietly for her to hang up. Then she looked up at us with an impatient glimmer in her eyes. “What time is your appointment?”

      “We don’t have an appointment. But we’d like to see James.”

      “James doesn’t have time for you if you don’t have time to make an appointment. Are you a buyer, seller, or broker?”

      “We’re buyers,” said Granny. “And we’re loaded.”

      The girl gave both me and Granny the up and down. Then she shook her head. “You’re not buyers and you’re not loaded. From the looks of it, you both shop at second hand stores. Neither of you are wearing a single piece of nice jewelry. And I saw on my security camera that you arrived in a dog grooming van. Are you telling me you’re the world’s most successful dog groomers?”

      I stood a little taller. “Dog groomers can be rich.”

      “Anyone can be rich,” said the girl, emphasizing the word can. “But few people are. And most of the financial elite are not dog groomers. It’s hard to get rich in any business where your time is directly tied to the money you make. See, the two of you can only make as much money as time allows. Even if you both groomed as many dogs as you possibly could in a single day, you wouldn’t be making money in your sleep. If you want to get rich you need to be making money in your sleep.”

      I chuckled. “Like a real estate developer.”

      “Big talk coming from a receptionist,” said Granny.

      “I’m a protégé, actually. I already own one building,” said the girl. “Saving is key. I started saving for my first real estate acquisition at the ripe young age of fourteen. Had my first building fewer than ten years later. I’m saving up for building number two now. It’s going to be bigger and better. Money while you sleep.”

      “How’s this for money while you sleep?” Granny pulled the envelope of photos out of my purse, slid a couple photos out, and handed them to the girl. The assistant’s ruddy face went white. She gulped. “Mr. Banks will see you now.”
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      “Thank you so much for coming. Please, take a seat, take a seat. Can I get you anything? Water or seltzer? Room temperature or cold? I also have coffee, or I can have my assistant out front make you an espresso drink if you prefer. Full caffeine, half caffeine, one third caffeine, or full decaf. Not sure why someone would drink full decaf but people do it. Sales of decaffeinated coffee are twenty percent higher this year than they were last year. I guess some people need the fix without the side effects.”

      James Banks was tall, and I was surprised to find that he had a kind face, when it wasn’t shadowed and pixelated as it was in the photo. His eyes, which had looked beady and mean, were actually a soft blue, he had a bit of a chin dimple, which made him look boyish, and his haircut seemed surprisingly modest, like it had come from a place in the mall. I thought that he was going to be slick and suave, but he seemed like a nice person. I say this in only the best way… The guy seemed too Midwestern.

      A quick glance at the diploma on the wall verified my suspicion. He was a graduate of Cleveland State University and had received a Masters in business from the same institution. How did the Cleveland businessman end up caught in a murder investigation all the way in Los Angeles? And why was he being so nice to us?

      Granny narrowed her eyes. “Why are you being so nice to us?”

      She had a knack for saying things I only ever managed to think. It always caught me off guard, but I appreciated that she got straight to the point.

      “You’re guests in my office. I want you to feel welcome. Plus, my assistant mentioned you have, um, photos of me?”

      Granny tossed the yellow envelope down on the desk. James didn’t even look at them as they landed with a soft thud. “Please let me get you something to drink.”

      “We’re OK,” I said. “Fully hydrated right now.

      James hurried past us and called out the door. “Marigold. Two waters, two seltzers, and two coffees. Bring all the fixings for the coffee. I'm not sure how these ladies take it.” He turned back to us and smiled. “I like to cover all my bases. Interesting expression, that one. It comes from baseball. Either of you fans?”

      “We’re fans of the truth,” Granny growled, “and the more you run your mouth, the more I think you’re not telling it.”

      “Please sit down,” James sounded almost as though he was begging. He gestured to a couple of folding chairs across from his wooden desk. The desk, like the folding chairs, appeared to have been purchased from a local office supply store. No high-end furniture for this guy, I thought. He was a man of the people, or at least that’s how he wanted to be perceived.

      “I’d be happy to sit,” I said, pulling out one of the folding chairs for Granny. “Granny?”

      Granny rolled her eyes. “Sure. Whatever.”

      We sat down. The moment we had gotten comfortable, James’s shoulders relaxed as though an enormous burden had been lifted. He circled back around his desk and sat across from us. The guy took a moment to silence his phone and turn off his computer screen, and then he put all his attention on me and Granny. “Sorry about that. I don’t want any distractions in this conversation. I know who the two of you are.”

      Granny and I exchanged a look. “You do?” I said.

      The man nodded. “My assistant Googled the name and phone number on your dog grooming van outside. That quickly led her to your names, Amy and Petunia Stewart. As soon as she had the names, she had uncovered your little side hustle of solving murders. I think that’s why I might be coming off as nervous here. You have these photos of me and you have that interesting hobby… So what’s going on?”

      “We want to know the identity of the woman in the photo,” I said.

      “That’s all well and good.” James scooted his chair in. “But first will you tell me why you took these photos? Why are you having me followed?”

      That was an interesting wrinkle. It appeared James had never seen the photos before. At least that’s what he wanted us to think.

      “We didn’t take these photos,” said Granny. “And we know you’ve seen them before.”

      James bit his lip. “I haven’t. But I’m confused. If you didn’t take these photos, who did? Do you not know what they depict?”

      “Of course we do,” I said. “They depict you with this woman having some sort of secret rendezvous. Perhaps making a secret arrangement for another secret rendezvous. Whatever the exact circumstances, it’s clearly a secret.”

      A bit of the worry evaporated from James’s body. He crossed his legs. “How much?”

      “We’re not selling them,” Granny said.

      “Everything has a price. I’ll give you $500 per photo.”

      “If you’ve actually heard about us, you know that we can’t be bought off or bribed,” said Granny. “Sorry.”

      “Two grand per photo, and I’ll pay for a Creature Comforts billboard right on Riverside Drive. Or on the 134. Everyone will see it when they cross the valley. We’ll make it big and bold. We’ll use your signature colors and maybe a tagline that the two of you can come up with. Billboard advertising has been found to increase commercial traffic for small businesses by—”

      “No business jargon,” said Granny. “You’re making me dizzy.”

      I leaned over to Granny. “Wait, for real? You shouldn’t have eaten that hot dog.”

      Granny sighed. “Please allow me to make a correction. You’re making me metaphorically dizzy. My physical body is fine.”

      I crossed my legs and got comfortable just as James had. Did a free billboard on one of LA’s busiest thoroughfares sound nice? You bet. But justice sounded even nicer. “I’m sorry to say, Mr. Banks, we’re not going to leave your office today until you’ve provided a satisfactory explanation for these photos. I don’t believe you’ve never seen them before. Nor do I believe that you don’t know who took the photos. We know for a fact that they were used to bribe you. Or extort you. We want to know what happened and why.”

      James took a moment. He shifted his weight in his chair. Crossed his arms and then uncrossed them. Then he sat forward and leaned his elbows on his desk. “Alright. I’ve weighed the pros and cons here. I don’t want to get caught up in a murder investigation, so I’m going to tell you the truth. I had my eye on a house over in Toluca Lake. This one was different than most of my property acquisitions. It wasn’t just business, it was personal. I wanted to renovate it, and then I wanted to give it to my niece as a wedding gift. I thought it was a perfect little starter home for her, and I was prepared to make a bid way over asking. Then a woman came to me with these photos. She told me that if I bid on the house, the photos would be made public. I couldn’t let that happen, so I stayed away from the home.”

      Granny leaned forward and looked into the guy’s eyes. “And the photos depict…?”

      The man hung his head. “I’m ashamed to say the photos are exactly what they look like. Evidence of me having an affair. I’m a married man, my wife and I were going through a rough patch. It was a long time ago, and it’s not going to happen again.” James twisted the wedding ring on his finger. “I’m ashamed that it ever happened at all. And I won’t let my marriage be ruined for a past transgression.”

      “So what happened with the house?” I said.

      James sat back and shrugged. “The woman who extorted me bought it. She got it for a good price, too. That’s what happens when you manipulate the market.”

      Granny narrowed her eyes. “What was the name of that woman?”

      James answered in a flippant tone. “Wendy Franklin.”

      I nodded and took a few seconds to gather myself before I continued the conversation. Then I exhaled and looked James square in the face. “Wendy Franklin was murdered, Mr. Banks.”

      James’s eyes widened. “That’s terrible. Oh, my goodness. That’s why you’re here.”

      Granny and I nodded in unison. James scratched his chin and looked over at us. “Does that mean the house is back on the market?”
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      As we drove past Creature Comforts toward the parking lot out back, I noticed something disturbing about the shop. The lights were on and the sign in the front window had been flipped from ‘CLOSED’to ‘OPEN’.

      I was sure I had turned out the lights and set the sign to ‘CLOSED’ before Granny and I went over to Sherman Oaks. So when I saw the state of the shop, I suddenly felt like I’d swallowed a peach pit whole. I slammed the van into park right in front of the shop. Granny grabbed onto her armrests as the van lurched to a halt. “Whoa. What’s with the crazy driving?”

      My voice stammered. “The lights… the shop… I know we closed up before we left.”

      I moved to get out of the van but Granny caught my arm to stop me. “Hold on. Whoever’s in there could be the killer. Could be a trap. You’re right. We definitely closed up before we headed out earlier. Someone’s inside that shop, Amy.”

      I leaned forward to get a better look inside Creature Comforts. Fluffy was sitting in his usual sunny spot in the front window. It gave me peace of mind to know that he was OK. And I could see Lucky’s perked-up ears and curious snout over the window ledge. So I didn’t need to worry about the animals, at least. But what was going on in there?

      “Maybe we’re getting robbed,” I said.

      “That’s going to be one disappointed burglar.” Granny unbuckled her seatbelt. “Like that real estate protégé said, we’re not making money while we sleep. Maybe we should just go in and deal with it.”

      “You don’t think I should call the police?”

      Granny shrugged. “It’ll be at least a few minutes before they get here. I don’t want to wait that long. I don’t think you do, either.”

      “But what if it is the killer, like you said?” I asked.

      “Then hooray, this is the easiest case we’ve ever solved.”

      I started to protest, not so sure that confronting a killer would be as easy as Granny seemed to think. But I knew we couldn’t just sit outside and wait for the intruder to get away, either.

      The bell chimed as Granny and I entered Creature Comforts. Mr. Sandman, perhaps the creepiest song ever recorded, played over the shop speakers. Nothing looked out of place. Nothing had been disturbed. And as far as I could tell, no one was in the shop. Still, something felt off.

      Granny and I linked elbows, and I stepped a foot deeper into the shop. “Hello? Who’s in here?”

      “I have a gun,” said Granny. Then she leaned toward me and whispered. “No, I don’t. But go with it.”

      I looked at Granny like she was crazy and then took another step into the store. “Whoever you are, we don’t want to hurt you. If you want money, I can open the cash register for you. If you are a pet owner and you need supplies or food or anything like that, I’ll give it to you free of charge. Please just make yourself known.”

      A voice rang out from the back room. “You ladies are so dramatic.”

      Granny and I exchanged a look. I tightened my elbow around hers, like we were links in a chain. “We’re not trying to create any drama,” I said. “Whatever this is, it can go smoothly.”

      Footsteps approached from the back room. They got closer and closer and closer. I squeezed Granny’s hand tighter and tighter and tighter. Then the door from the back room swung open and…

      It was Betsy, carrying a tray of sandwiches. “Surprise! Wow, I had the two of you scared.”

      I shrieked and released my grip on Granny, then I threw my arms into the air. “Betsy. You’re… here. You’re not a killer or a burglar. And you’re not in jail.”

      “Correct on all three counts, sister.” Betsy set the tray of sandwiches down the counter. “I’m here, I have no fear, and I’d like you to cheer. I’m talking to you, Granny. Can I get a hip, hip, hooray?”

      Granny crossed over to the sandwiches, grumbling. “Hip, hip, hooray.”

      Betsy wrapped me up in a big hug. When we separated, she looked into my eyes. “You look so much older. How long was I in for?”

      “Less than a week,” I said.

      “You’ve aged.” Betsy crossed back over to the sandwiches. “Tommy brought over Italian subs, veggie subs, and meatball subs.”

      Granny shot Betsy a look. “Tommy brought these?”

      Betsy held up both her hands. “Don’t worry. I tipped him well.”

      “Don’t tip him. Stop treating him nicely when he’s delivering sandwiches. The kid wants to be a mayor? He needs to act like a mayor. Mayors don’t deliver sandwiches except under very bizarre circumstances. I can’t even imagine the circumstances, in fact, even though I’ve seen it with my own eyes.”

      “Sorry,” said Betsy. “I thought tipping was the nice thing to do. Can I get a hug?”

      “You can get a fist bump.”

      “Oh come on, I just got out of prison! I was doing hard time! That deserves a hug.”

      Granny held up her fist. Betsy sighed, then bumped Granny’s fist and made a cooing noise. “You missed me so much, Petunia. I missed you too.”

      I grabbed a meatball sub and took a big bite. “I don’t understand. How did you get out of jail?”

      “My wannabe-beau Adam sweet-talked Chief Samuel. Spent hours standing at that desk, charming the guy. Adam can be a real charmer, I’m sure you’ve noticed. And relentless. He even had Tommy bring over a couple of slices of pizza for the Chief.”

      Granny smacked her forehead. “Now he’s delivering pizza too? This is infuriating.”

      “Petunia, I’m telling a story,” said Betsy.

      “Whatever,” said Granny.

      “So what happened next?” I said.

      “Samuel set bail for, like, thirty dollars. Adam paid up because I’m worth much more than that, and now I’m free. I’ve already eaten two meatball subs but now I’m probably going to have another. Freedom tastes delicious, like it was made by a Sicilian grandmother.” Betsy grabbed a sandwich and took a huge bite. Then she wiped her mouth off with a napkin and took another. “Catch me up on the case.”

      As we all ate our sandwiches, I told Betsy all about James Banks and the extortion. I explained that Banks had seemed surprised to learn about Wendy’s death. Granny agreed that the guy reacted with genuine shock, although we both concurred that it could have been a classic case of good acting. We did live in LA, after all. A lot of people had secret aspirations to be a movie star. When we were finished telling the story, Betsy unloaded her questions.

      “So is James Banks a suspect or not?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. Wendy extorted Banks and I doubt he liked that. But he gave in and let her have the house. The whole debacle probably went down a few months ago, because Wendy was basically all moved in. So I’m not sure why James would have killed her now. And I don’t think he would’ve had much to gain from her death, either. I mean, he did ask right away if the house was back on the market. But… It just doesn’t quite add up to a logical motive.”

      “Plus, James didn’t strike me as the type to kill someone with a tire iron,” said Granny. “He’s so meticulous and business-minded. Seems to me he would have used an efficient method like a gun. And if he was thinking about murdering Wendy for months, the murder wouldn’t have been spontaneous. Bashing someone with a tire iron is impulsive and spur of the moment. It’s the kind of murder that happens when someone angers you in real time. If James was angry, he had lots of time to plan. He would’ve used a gun and he would’ve done it somewhere inconspicuous, out in the desert or something.”

      Betsy took another big bite of sub and spoke with her mouth full. “Who inherited the house after Wendy died?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “If the divorce wasn’t finalized and there was no prenup, Craig Franklin probably got the house.”

      “Interesting,” said Granny. “Wendy made all the money in that relationship. I mean, the movie theater is great, but it doesn’t pay well. What if Craig got angry when Wendy tried to divorce him? What if he killed her so he could inherit the house and get more than his fair share after their quote-unquote breakup?

      I shrugged. “That’s a decent theory. If Craig and Wendy split up, he would have had to start living on the salary of a movie theater worker. That’s a huge lifestyle change if you’ve been married to a nurse for so long, especially a nurse who’s about to become a registered nurse. RNs do really well.”

      I put my sandwich down and started pacing, feeling the wheels in my head start to creakily spin. But before I got too far down that rabbit hole, I was pulled out by shrieking sirens on Main Street. Lucky barked, and I ran to the front window. Cop cars and ambulances zoomed past the shop. I turned back to the others. “Where are they going?”

      Granny swallowed her bite of sandwich. “Let’s find out.”
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      All three of us ran out to the street to investigate the commotion.

      Three cop cars exploded past us in a blur. The first belonged to the Toluca Lake Police Department. The next car was from Burbank, and the third was from the North Toluca precinct. A Burbank Memorial Hospital ambulance brought up the rear. I caught the driver’s eye as he sped past me. The kid couldn’t have been more than twenty. His expression was wide-eyed and terrified.

      “To the Batmobile,” said Betsy, running toward the Creature Comforts van.

      “Don’t call it that,” said Granny. “Copyright infringement is a big deal in Hollywood.”

      I ran so fast to the van that when I climbed into the driver's seat, I was panting and out of breath. And I was disappointed to learn that, when I patted my pockets, I did not have my keys with me. “Keys! I don’t have my keys.”

      Granny shook her head. “Doesn’t matter anyway. Traffic is blocked for as far as I can see. Seems the rubberneckers have turned to stone and stopped driving completely.”

      I jumped out of the car and the others followed. I took off running down the street. Granny called after me. “Amy! Where are you going?”

      “I’m going to the Big Baby. Jess will let me borrow her car, and I’ll already be halfway to the crime scene by then.”

      “We don’t know where the crime scene is!” Granny pointed out.

      “Well the sirens were going in the same direction as the Big Baby, so I’m not getting further away from it! Catch me if you can.”

      The Big Baby Diner was two endless blocks away from where I had started to run. Although I was already tuckered from my dart to the van, I started the diner sprint with gusto. By the end of the first block, I was sucking wind like a kid with a blow pop. Breathing so hard my chest cavity hurt. “Get in shape, Amy. This is ridiculous,” I cursed myself. I paused to look back and see if Granny or Betsy had followed. They had not. I sighed, gulped for air, and got ready to resume my slow sprint.

      That’s when my guardian angel pulled up in his motorcycle with a sidecar. “Going to the scene of the crime?”

      I looked over. The driver of the motorcycle removed his helmet. I was shocked to see that it was none other than Dirk, the editor of the Toluca Tribune. The man with the turtle head and the three-piece suit also owned the coolest motorcycle I had ever seen. “Jump in.”

      I did as I was told. Dirk handed me a helmet. I swear to goodness, the helmet had a turtle sticker on it. Didn’t bother me. Turtles are cute.

      I shoved my head into that thing, pulled down the glass, and just like that, Dirk pulled up on the sidewalk and we were blazing a path toward the cop cars. Dirk said something to me, but I couldn’t hear him from under his helmet. I flashed him a thumbs up and he threw the bike into overdrive. Diners at the Big Baby watched with their jaws agape as we fired past them like an atomic racer. A crowd of people trotted behind us, eager to watch Dirk as he maneuvered from the sidewalk, back to the street, and back to the sidewalk again.

      In under a minute we had closed in on the string of emergency vehicles, and we found ourselves tailing the Burbank Memorial Hospital ambulance. Dirk said something else unintelligible to me. I recalled the last time I gave him a thumbs up, he’d blasted the bike into a high speed. We were making great time, so I figured why not flash him another thumbs up?

      Dirk did a screeching maneuver around the ambulance so we were right behind the cop cars. Then we were up on the sidewalk driving alongside them. I marveled at Dirk’s willingness to shirk the law as he piloted the motorcycle. I would later find out that the Mayor had given Dirk the right to drive wherever and however he wanted in honor of freedom of the press. But at that moment I was confused, scared, and excited. I’m not sure which emotion I felt most strongly, but I could barely feel my hands and it was hard to breathe inside that futuristic helmet. I was excited to come out of my shell, turtle pun intended.

      The emergency vehicle brigade slammed a hard left into one of the nicer Toluca Lake neighborhoods.

      The cars stopped in front of a large Georgian home, perfectly symmetrical with columns and matching windows on either side of the stately front door. For some reason, the sight of the beautiful home took my little remaining breath away.

      An unsettling warmth overtook my esophagus and throat. It was as if heat waves were undulating upward from my stomach, into my chest, up through my neck, then swirling around my head and behind my eyes. As if the gorgeous street and beautiful homes deepened the sense of mystery and intrigue inside me. I didn’t want the mystery to deepen. What I wanted was answers, not a growing feeling of confusion. I didn’t want to feel that this investigation stretched further into the darkest corners of Toluca Lake, where only the wealthy could hide. Yet there I was, at the foot of the driveway lined with lavender, wondering what might happen next.

      Our squadron of emergency vehicles was second to the scene. A North Toluca cop car and Burbank Memorial ambulance were already there when we arrived. The cars were empty, which meant the emergency personnel were somewhere inside the home.

      Dirk removed his helmet and looked over at me. “Big time news happening right here. Reminds me of the first story I ever reported, except nothing’s on fire.”

      “Good to know, Dirk,” I said, unable to hide the impatience in my voice. “What do you think is happening in there? Should we go inside?”

      Dirk shook his head. “Can’t go in. Just need to wait out here. Is my suit rumpled? It feels rumpled.”

      I gave Dirk the up and down. “It’s a little rumpled. Smooth the arms. You look good, though.”

      “I take pride in my appearance.”

      Dirk began to go on and on about his meticulous self-care routine, including his clothes and his beauty regimen. On a normal afternoon I might have listened, soaking up the oddities like the small town gold they were. But that afternoon my eyes were laser focused on that house. I had forced that rising warmth back down into the pit of my stomach, but I feared it may not stay there long.

      The front door opened, and three EMTs emerged carrying a stretcher. My eyes widened. The body on the stretcher was motionless. Maybe the person is just critically injured, I thought. But I knew it was something worse.

      I took three steps onto the immaculately kept lawn. From my new vantage point, I saw the face of the victim just before it was covered forever by a crisp white sheet.
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      Dirk dropped me off at Creature Comforts. I gave him a hurried thank you and bustled inside to tell Granny and Betsy what I had learned.

      “Dr. Bakersfield is dead.” My words were breathless, my face was flushed, my eyes were like giant white paper plates.

      Betsy stopped shampooing a Schnauzer that she was working with and looked over at me. “I don’t follow.”

      Granny came out from behind the counter and put her hands on her hips. “Bakersfield is the doctor from Burbank Memorial that tried to sedate Amy.” She walked over to me and looked me right in the eye. “Are you OK? You look OK. But a little bit like you saw a ghost.”

      “That’s how I feel.” I stumbled into the back room to grab a bottle of water from our mini fridge. My reflection in our little hanging mirror surprised me. My hair poked out in every direction from the pressure of the motorcycle helmet. But at the same time, it was matted down on top.

      Granny entered the back room. “You’re looking in the mirror? We need to talk about this case.”

      Betsy entered, holding the sudsy Schnauzer in her arms. “Yeah. I’ve got so many questions. First of all, how did he die? Follow up on that one: Was it murder?”

      I stammered for a few seconds before I got the words out. “Can’t be sure. Might have been murder. The guy said he had never met Wendy Franklin, but they both worked at Burbank Memorial, and now they’re both dead.”

      “I’m not sure of the polite way to ask this question so I’m just going to come out and say it… Did the guy have the body type of a heart attack victim? Big, large, clogged arteries?” Betsy asked. “No judgment, of course. I eat bologna for most meals.”

      I sat on a little stool we kept in the back room. I opened my water and took a sip. “This doctor was in great shape. Pretty young and very healthy seeming. I even remember his skin looked healthy. Men never have healthy looking skin. I bet he even had a routine.” Like Dirk, I thought, but I didn’t feel like getting into Dirk’s whole morning regimen with Granny and Betsy.

      “I need a routine,” said Betsy. “Well, I have a routine but right now it consists mainly of not washing my face unless it gets really sweaty. I sweat a lot, so it stays fairly clean, but that doesn’t seem super hygienic. Mostly like I’m just barely keeping the breakouts at bay, ya know? I’m not getting ahead of Father Time like that.”

      Granny held a hand up to Betsy. “You stop talking.” She turned to me. “Young, healthy doctor found dead. That’s the headline here?”

      “Found dead in his own home,” I said, taking another drink of water.

      The Schnauzer barked, wriggled out of Betsy’s arms, and leapt up into my lap. The little cutie had squinty eyes and the wackiest tail. I couldn’t help but laugh. “What is it, Mister? Do you want to help solve the mystery? I bet you do. I bet you also want to get all cleaned up.”

      Betsy hurried over. “Sorry, boss. I dropped the ball here. I’ll get this young gentleman rinsed, dried, and ready for pickup. Please don’t count this as a demerit against me.”

      I looked up at Betsy as she hurried over and scooped the Schnauzer into her arms. “I don’t have a demerit system, Betsy. And I burst in with news of a dead body. It’s kind of understandable that you got distracted.”

      “I’m co-owner, and I definitely have a demerit system,” said Granny. “You have seven demerits today alone.” Granny turned to me. “After you jumped in the sidecar with Dirk, it took me half an hour to convince Betsy not to go chasing after you. We had dogs on their way in for grooming, and there was too much traffic, anyway.”

      “We agreed to disagree,” said Betsy. “Now if you’ll excuse me I have a Schnauzer to clean.”

      That night I arrived home to find a fresh-baked pie on my doorstep. A handwritten note said, “Keep doing what you’re doing. Your friend, Eleanor.”

      I clutched my heart and smiled. “That’s just what I needed, Eleanor. Thank you.” I spoke the words as though Eleanor was nearby, but she wasn’t. I was talking to myself again. Try not to judge me. It had been a long day.

      As I brought the pie up to my nose for a smell, a sweet, tangy scent hit me. I knew the smell well. “Mmmm. Peach pie.” A big, peach pie-shaped smile crossed my lips. “My favorite.”

      Moments later, I cut myself a big slice of peach pie on my kitchen counter. Fluffy was perched beside the pie, watching my every move. Lucky was playing in his little area, lost in his own world.

      “This pie looks good, Fluffy.” I broke off a piece of crust and held it out to my cat. “You want to smell?” Fluffy took a few steps toward my outstretched hand, then turned around, jumped off the counter, and hurried over to his spot on the couch. “OK, then.”

      The pie was some of the best I’ve ever had. The crust was flaky, buttery, and delicious. It tasted like a shortbread cookie and melted in my mouth. But I think the inside of the pie was the best part. The peaches were syrupy, tangy, and sweet. They were the perfect complement to the crust. The first bite melted in my mouth. The taste brought me back to my childhood, eating the same pie at Eleanor’s Bakeshop.

      As I sat there in my apartment I felt like I was back at the shop as a little girl, sitting with Granny and listening to her gossip. I grabbed my plate and made my way over toward the couch. But before I joined Fluffy, I noticed Wendy’s briefcase resting near the front door. Our investigation into the contents of the briefcase had been interesting, but hadn’t yielded many breakthroughs. We had gotten distracted, and I figured it wouldn’t hurt to take another look.

      Lucky stopped playing and watched as I grabbed the briefcase and took it over to the couch. He followed me over there and snuggled up next to Fluffy and me as I popped the lid and assessed the items in the box. For some reason at that moment the newspaper caught my eye. It was the wrinkled copy of the Los Angeles Times from a few months prior. I flipped through every page, looking for notes in the margin for some other clue. I didn’t find anything until I reached the obituaries…

      There on page twelve was a short obituary for a man named Steve Sacramento. Two phrases in the obituary had been underlined, presumably by Wendy. These phrases were “three kids” and “wife left behind.”

      As I sat there looking at the obituary, I soon found that those underlined phrases filled up the entirety of my field of vision. My discovery of the recently deceased Steve Sacramento felt like a breakthrough.

      I wondered if Steve might have had a connection to Dr. Bakersfield and Wendy Franklin. It was a big question, and I decided I needed to find out.
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      Words, images, and memories flashed through my mind as I sat on the couch. Three kids. Wife left behind. Craig Franklin. Wendy Franklin. Betsy typing furiously at her typewriter. Palm trees silhouetted by the setting sun. That tire iron caked in blood. Wendy’s lifeless eyes. The crisp white sheet covering Dr. Bakersfield’s face. The lavender planted out front of Bakersfield’s house. Was that lavender all that the doctor had left behind, or had he left a family, a wife?

      Ever since Granny and I’d started investigating murders, the term “senseless killing” had bothered me. All killing is senseless. It’s like they teach kids in grade school, “Violence is never the answer.” Adults seem to forget that so quickly, as soon as they come face-to-face with real rage, real hurt. The jump to violence for some people, widens. We mature, we grow, we no longer see pushing someone down on the playground as an option. But then for some people, the jump to violence becomes easier with age, becomes the only recourse in their messed-up lives. But violence never solves a problem, or salves a wound, or truly rights a wrong. There’s never any sense in murder, and it’s the most selfish, unthinkable crime.

      I closed my eyes tight, and all those images that had been spinning through my mind disappeared into a stark blackness. The images were replaced by a single word written in capital letters, white font on the black background: ‘Revenge’. That’s how people make sense out of murder so often. I wondered if the word might be relevant in our investigation of Wendy Franklin’s murder or in the death of Dr. Bakersfield.

      Fluffy rubbed his head against me. I looked down at him. “Granny will help me figure this out.”

      The young Mayor Tommy Flynn opened Granny’s door with a smile. “Good evening. How can I help you?”

      “Yeah, hey, Tommy. Got to talk to my grandma. I’m assuming she’s in.”

      “Yes, but class is in session. I’ve been instructed to tell whoever’s at the door that—“

      “Out of the way, Flynn.” Granny climbed to her feet from the poker table where she’d been sitting. “Let her in. You should know Amy’s an exception to every rule. Common sense, Mayor. Basic life skill.”

      When I entered the apartment, I was greeted by the sight of Boron and Henrique sitting at the poker table in Granny’s apartment. They both grunted a hello in my direction, then returned to a conversation about poker theory or life or something. Granny snapped her fingers and the guys looked in her direction. “Alright, kids. You know the drill. Clear out.”

      All three men hustled out of the apartment without a word. Granny closed the door behind them and then turned to me. “Those boys. They’re learning, but they’re slow. Like slugs through molasses. What’s wrong?”

      I plopped down on Granny’s overstuffed floral couch. Granny tracked me with her eyes. “Water? Coffee? Whiskey?”

      “I’m OK.”

      Granny sat in her big chair beside the couch. “So talk.”

      I pulled the obituary out of my purse and gave it to Granny. “Wendy had this obituary in the briefcase, under lock and key. It was the only page in the newspaper that looked like it had been read, see how it’s all smudged and crinkled and marked up?”

      “So you think Wendy’s murder might have something to do with this guy… Steve Sacramento.”

      I nodded. “That’s right. I think Dr. Bakersfield might have also been involved. The doctor got so weird when I brought up Wendy at the hospital. Now he’s dead too? I’ve learned there’s not much coincidence when it comes to murder victims in a small town.”

      Granny studied the obituary. “There’s certainly not.” She looked up. “How did this guy die? Obituaries never list the cause of death. So frustrating. Don’t they know that’s all I care about?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure. A quick online search didn’t yield any results.”

      “Let me piece this theory together, then.” Granny stood and paced. “Steve Sacramento was a pretty young guy. He left a wife and kids behind.”

      “Right,” I said. “And I’m thinking—”

      Granny held up her finger. “You’re thinking that if we look into it, we’ll find that Steve Sacramento died at Burbank Memorial Hospital. Further, you suspect that Dr. Bakersfield was the attending physician when Sacramento died. And Wendy Franklin was the nurse that night. The guy came in for something routine, but Bakersfield and Franklin were distracted. They messed up the dosage on his medicine or they performed the wrong surgery.”

      “Or they did their best to save him and failed. Not everybody lives.”

      “Quite the opposite, actually,” said Granny. “Good point. It doesn’t matter how or why Sacramento died. All that matters is one single question… Did Sacramento’s surviving family members blame Bakersfield and Franklin for Sacramento’s death?”

      “We have to confirm that Wendy and Dr. Bakersfield were actually working when Sacramento died. And we have to confirm that Sacramento died at the hospital, but yes,” I said. “That’s what I’m thinking.”

      “So the idea is that both Nurse Franklin and Dr. Bakersfield were murdered for revenge.” Granny looked over at me. “Correct?”

      I nodded. “That’s right. Vengeance.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            36

          

          
            



        

      

    

    







Fluffy’s Tail, Part Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Cats are creatures of shadow and night. Sure, we move about in the daytime, too. We’re not vampires. But… We thrive in the darkest hours.

      That’s how I knew I needed to revisit my fishy friend after the sun had set. Which meant I’d have to sneak outside at night. While Amy was home. Without her knowing.

      I had undertaken plenty a challenging mission, both on the streets and in the home. But this was a new level. Amy wasn’t the heaviest sleeper, I’d noticed. She’d wake up to snack or pee often in the night, so I had to be sure she was snoozing soundly before I attempted my nighttime outing.

      I thought about trying to tire her out. Conspiring with Lucky to get Amy up and running around until she was so exhausted she’d sleep like a baby. But I didn’t want to raise any suspicions or change the nightly routine.

      So I waited. And waited. I watched the minutes tick by on the clock. I listened to Mouse scampering through the walls. I watched the puppy chasing rabbits in his dreams.

      Finally, I heard what I was waiting for. The quietest, gentlest, and OK, cutest little snores coming from Amy’s room. So soft they were barely even snores. Just little sleepy breaths.

      That meant she was definitely asleep. So I began my adventure.

      I did not get off to a fortuitous start.

      You may or may not know, Persian cats have very luxurious coats. So thick and fluffy, hence the unoriginal name bestowed upon me by my previous owner. And sometimes, if not brushed daily, those coats can puff up.

      Seems that mine had puffed considerably in the last couple of days. Because a few feet into my secret passageway to outdoors, I tried to move forward, and I could not. I was stuck.

      I could hear Mouse scuttle up behind me and start to squeak. I was in her way.

      “I know I’m blocking the intersection, my good Mouse,” I said. “It seems I’m… wedged.”

      Mouse did that little rodent equivalent of a laugh, then started to push with her little rodent paws. After a few shoves of my rump, I still hadn’t budged.

      Mouse sighed.

      “It’s not working. My fluffy, luxurious fur is all squished up against the walls.”

      Mouse sighed again. Then she began darting around, tugging and yanking at my fur, moving it out of the way. Eventually I was able to wiggle free and make it the rest of the way outdoors. Mouse rolled her little eyes but was clearly amused by the whole encounter. Mice famously could fit anywhere. The idea of getting stuck was obviously silly to her.

      Once I was out on the lawn, I gazed around in the darkness. It was full of distractions, other night animals scurrying about, some, I’ll admit, that I would’ve liked to chase down, pounce on, and eat.

      But now was not the time for me to be a cat. My feline instincts were strong, but my mental fortitude overrode my natural inclinations. I needed to focus. I slowly made my way across the yard toward the neighbor’s abode. Eyes fixed on a single point.

      I needed to use my detective skills to find out what was fishy in that other living room window, with my orange-furred —

      I stopped dead in my paw-tracks. There, in the window, was the other cat. And she was looking right at me.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of her stare. It didn’t seem worried or troubled at all. But it did seem… alluring. I wondered if this was some sort of femme fatale, a cat hoping to seem like a damsel in distress, only to turn on me for greed or power.

      But she had kind eyes. And she pressed her paw against the window, never breaking the connection of our stare.

      I moved closer, cautious but intrigued. A little closer, a little closer, and then… Flash!

      A motion sensor light came on. And seconds after that, chaos erupted. A raccoon foraging in a nearby trash can was startled. He let the trash can lid close with a resounding thud and scampered away. The orange tabby, undoubtedly spooked by the banging trash lid, leapt off of her windowsill, and disappeared.

      I took a couple steps closer, not ready to say good-bye to the mysterious stranger, but then I was foiled once more. This time by a dog.

      Woof! Woof! Woof! It was a bark I didn’t recognize. Not Lucky, but some other neighborhood mutt who’d likely heard the commotion.

      I realized it was time to get back inside. Amy could have been awoken by any one of these disturbances, and I couldn’t risk being seen.

      A few minutes later, I was back on the couch, curled up in an innocent little ball. Lucky sniffed the air as I entered, but then settled right back into dreaming about rabbits.

      I had no such luck. Sleep evaded me. My waking dreams were of the orange tabby’s unbroken gaze.

      What did it all mean? And how would I ever find out?
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      “You sure you’re fine handling the grooming while I’m gone?”

      Granny glared at me from behind the Creature Comforts branded desktop computer. “Kid. I’m co-owner of the business. I don’t need to remind you.”

      “We have a Pomeranian coming in and—”

      “Amy. Be cool. And tell me again why you’re dressed this way?”

      I looked at my outfit. Crisp black slacks, an emerald green blouse, and never-been-worn Mary Janes. “This outfit is going to be my way into the hospital. I reached out to my friend Catherine online last night. She works in administration at Burbank Memorial. I told her Creature Comforts is struggling, and I needed some extra money. Administration staff is in the office on Saturdays until two, and I convinced her to give me an interview for an assistant job there.”

      “But we need to get ahold of medical records, Amy. Not administrative building stuff.”

      “That’s the gamble,” I said. “I think I’m going to be able to get into Catherine’s system, and I feel confident that her system will contain all hospital records, not just the administrative side.”

      “So you’re going for a job interview. It’s odd, part of me is proud. I raised a successful fake hospital administrator.”

      “I’m not a fake hospital administrator yet,” I said. “Just a fake hospital administrator applicant.”

      Granny chuckled. “Good point. Not proud anymore. But if you get the fake job, we’ll throw a fake party and pop fake champagne. Like we did when Betsy lost that car show. Mime a celebration.”

      “Will you get the good stuff?”

      “I won’t spare a single fake dollar, granddaughter. Good luck. And I mean that for real.”

      I paused. “Betsy’s celebration had real champagne.”

      “Go get ‘em, tiger,” Granny said, with a coy smile.

      People always say, “Fake it until you make it.” The theory is that when you pretend to be something, it helps you actually achieve that goal more easily. I can vouch for the veracity of the expression. Because Granny’s fake pride helped me stand a little taller as I strutted through the automatic glass doors of the hospital administration building.

      My shoes clacked on the polished floors, announcing my arrival as I walked up to the reception desk and gave my name. The old security guard at the desk called up to Catherine’s office. There was a brief pause, then the security guard gave me a pass which granted me access to the elevators and the twentieth floor, where the office was located.

      I fixed a little smudge on my sleeve as the elevator climbed higher and higher, and then finally reached my destination. Ding. I thrust my shoulders back, did a little shimmy, held my head high, and exited onto floor twenty. In my mind I was going to emerge into a gilded office with high ceilings, columns, and gorgeous art on the walls. In reality, I stepped out into a gray room which had been packed with cubicles. A phone rang and rang in the distance. The whole place smelled of soup. I took a few steps into the office. “Hello?”

      Catherine popped her head up from a nearby cubicle like she was in a whack-a-mole game. “Oh, hey! Welcome.”

      Seconds later, Catherine bustled around the corner, arms wide and smiling big. “Welcome to Burbank Memorial Hospital. We like to say we have more fun on the administrative side, and that’s true. I think it’s so cool you’re applying for this job. Step into my cube.”

      As I followed Catherine into her ‘cube’, I noted that she looked much the same as she had back in high school. She had a round face with perfect porcelain skin, long, shiny hair, and pretty brown eyes. Catherine was wearing slacks and a blouse just like I was, so I gave myself high marks in the costuming department.

      Catherine’s cubicle was decorated with photos of her on various world travels. There was a photo of Catherine in India, a photo of Catherine on the beach, and my personal favorite, a photo of Catherine and an adorable baby at Disneyland.

      I settled into a chair across from Catherine, who sat behind her desk. “These pictures are lovely. Is that your baby?”

      “Yep. That’s Cathy Junior. She’s almost three now.”

      “Wow. I don’t know if I’ve ever heard of a female junior before.”

      Catherine smiled. “People like me are setting out to change that. They’re called feminine juniors, and they’re an important step in helping women get the power they deserve in a society. Why is it only men get to name children after themselves? It’s an unfair vestige of the patriarchy, Amy.”

      “You’re right,” I said with a smile. “The future is female. And Cathy really is so cute.”

      “Thank you so much.” Catherine sat back in her chair. “Now, let’s begin the interview.”

      Over the course of the next thirty minutes or so, Catherine asked me a wide variety of interview questions. We talked about my educational background, my business savvy, touched on my romantic failures… When all was said and done, I believed I had set myself apart as a competent employee who was a team player and had the humility to take on any job. Not that I actually wanted the job, but… It felt good.

      Catherine had probed with pointed questions about my work experience. I’d explained that although my professional career had been unconventional, working with animals over the years had taught me to master communication. I made a joke that communicating with the animals was easy, and that communicating with their owners had always been the difficult part. Catherine laughed at the little joke, and I think I scored points there.

      Catherine wrapped up the interview by questioning my availability for the job. She explained that the job was part time, only a few hours a week, but still seemed concerned about my commitments at Creature Comforts. Without missing a beat, I told Catherine that Granny was more than capable of handling the shop if I needed to be at the hospital. And I explained that Granny was, in fact, at Creature Comforts at that very moment, grooming a friendly Pomeranian.

      The interview went well, especially considering that I didn’t want the job. Except my real goal had been to access Catherine’s computer when she stepped away. But she didn’t step away or give me an opportunity that whole time. So I decided when the interview was over, I was going to make mundane small talk until she needed to use the restroom. It worked. After about fifteen minutes of idle chatter, Catherine excused herself. She stepped out of the cubicle, and I slipped behind her desk where she had left her account logged into the hospital system.

      I clicked around and discovered it was easy to use the system to access patient records. That made sense to me. Hospitals need to be organized. A distant flush sounded from the bathroom, followed by the sound of running water. I didn’t have much time.

      A few keystrokes later, I was staring at the records of a patient named Steve Sacramento. Catherine’s footsteps clacked as she headed toward me, just like mine had in the lobby when I had entered the hospital earlier. I rapid-clicked through Steve’s records, looking for anything that might help and sure enough, I found it…

      Steve Sacramento was operated on by Dr. Bakersfield. And the attending nurse was none other than Wendy Franklin.
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      Fast-forward to 4:30 PM.

      Imagine it now: A hyper-speed film showing me going about my day. First, I grab a couple of Starbucks for me and Granny, feeling hot and sexy in my business costume. Then, I super-speed walk out to the van, climb in, and spill both drinks on my lap. Lucky for me, they’re iced. Not so lucky for me, my only pair of dress slacks is drenched in coffee. My hands look funny and super-speed, dabbing my lap with the two flimsy brown napkins from Starbucks. It would probably be even funnier to watch how I started cracking up at the absurdity of it all. Maybe I was just not cut out to be fancy.

      From there, the fast-forward camera follows the van down Main Street. And that kicks me off into a super-speed montage of pet grooming with Granny. During that montage the two of us talk about what I learned at the hospital. We hatch a plan to visit the Sacramento family business as soon as we wrap up for the day. I spill mustard on my pants during lunch. Granny makes a joke about Tommy Flynn, and we laugh about that, too.

      The world goes back to regular speed as Granny and I pull up to a little business on the outskirts of Burbank. The business is housed in a big, grey building with no charming personality. There’s a big piping system out behind the building. And the whole place emanates a stench that would be quickly explained by the three words painted on the side of the building. As Granny and I cough in reaction to the smell, we ‘END MONTAGE’, as they say in Hollywood.

      “Sacramento Septic Services,” said Granny with a scowl. “This place smells putrid. This was owned by Steve Sacramento?”

      “Yup. And it was operated by his wife and three sons.” I unbuckled my seatbelt.

      “Amy, wait.” Granny looked over at me. “Are you sure you want to go in there? Possible murderers, definite odor.”

      “We’ve got to.”

      There was a weathered red door on the side of the building marked with the word ‘OFFICE’. The red door stood in stark contrast to the ugly, grey building. The paint had rubbed off in many places, revealing steel beneath.

      No one answered when I knocked.

      “You think they’re already gone for the day?” Granny asked.

      “I hear Jon Bon Jovi playing on a radio inside.”

      “So they left the radio on.” Granny gestured back to the Creature Comforts van. “Let’s get out of this place. It stinks like what it is.”

      I knocked once more. No one answered.

      Granny tugged on my sleeve. “There’s no cars in the parking lot either, Amy. They probably closed up early.”

      “I’m sure there’s an employee lot out back,” I said. “Plug your nose. We need to go deeper than either of us want.”

      Granny pinched her nose as I led her around the back of the building. “This smells like a whole year’s worth of kitty litter dumped together and left out in the sun.”

      “Thank you for that illustrative description,” I said. “I wasn’t sure if anyone could put this smell into words, but somehow you managed.

      Out behind the building, we found an enormous truck with a cylindrical container hooked up to a series of pipes. A gurgling sound informed me that there was some sort of septic thing going on. I scrunched up my face and plugged my nose like Granny had. “Yikes. How does someone end up getting into this business?”

      “Back on the East Coast the septic and sewer work is handled by the mob. You think there are any Mafioso out in Burbank?”

      “Doubt it,” I said. “The place was named after the dentist, David Burbank. It’s important not to forget that. His spirit is still alive and well in this area. Prim, proper… except for stuff like this.”

      “Except for the murderers,” said Granny. “They stink worse than this kitty litter does.”

      I looked over at Granny. “You don’t actually think it’s kitty litter, do you?”

      “Of course not, Amy. But thank you for insulting my intelligence.”

      Just then, a guy in a red Sacramento Septic T-shirt hopped out of the cab of the truck and trotted around back to fiddle with the tubing. I walked over toward him with a big, friendly wave. “Hi there. Tough job but somebody’s gotta do it.”

      The guy shored up a connection between one tube and the other. “I don’t want to talk about it. It’s tough twenty-four hours a day. I moved out to California to make movies. But I’ve been in this job for ten years.”

      “Are you an actor?” Granny asked. “My granddaughter here was the voice of the dog in a cartoon about doggie millionaires.”

      I turned to Granny and gave her a look like, “Why?” Our doggie millionaires lie was part of our last investigation. It had done the trick when needed, but I wasn’t sure why Granny needed to keep the lie alive. Maybe just to amuse herself. She was that kinda grandma.

      “I’m a director of photography,” said the guy, jiggling another tube. “That means I worked the cameras and the lighting, that stuff. A lot of people use the term cinematographer, but that’s antiquated. I don’t do animated stuff. Sorry.”

      It amazed me how so often in Hollywood people found a way to act superior. I mean, the guy was jostling septic tubes but he still found a way to judge my fictional career as an animated doggie. “I’ve also been in three short films. Live action. Two of them went to Sundance,” I said. Welp, there I was trying to act superior too. About a made-up profession. Guess sometimes LA does that to a girl.

      “For real,” the guy turned to me with a big smile. He reached out to shake my hand. “Sean Weinman. So cool to meet you. We should work together.”

      I held my hands up in apology. “I’d love to shake your hand but maybe not right after all the tube touching.”

      The guy stepped back and wiped his hands off on his jeans. “Totally. Oh, my God, that’s embarrassing. I’m so sorry. Who would want to shake these grubby little hands? Not me! So what’s the name of the short films you were in? I’d love to check them out. They on Vimeo or YouTube or something? Did they get a theatrical release? Shorts are tough to crack. I find that it’s hard to craft a story that’s really relatable in such a limited amount of time.”

      “Oh, yeah. Well, I didn’t craft the story. I just said my lines.”

      “She was phenomenal,” said Granny.

      Swallowing a chuckle, I turned to Granny and smiled. Her eyes twinkled. I suppose we were both too prideful to let this guy Sean speak ill of my imaginary acting career.

      “They’re actually both going to be at the next Sundance, the one coming up. They’re not available yet,” I said. “But I’m wondering if you could point me in the direction of someone in the Sacramento family? You said your name is Weinman, so I’m assuming you’re not one of the boys?”

      “Sorry. The Sacramento brothers don’t work weekends. That’s why I’m here. I haven’t seen Martha, that’s their mom, in a while. Not since…” The guy looked down.

      “Of course,” I said. “We heard about Steve. I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      The guy nodded and looked back up. “It was hard. On the whole family. Loss, it’s a tricky thing. Actually worked on a student film once that dealt with the topic. It was actually really well done. It didn’t go anywhere, but that’s not the point, right? It makes it hard to make art. Yeah. It was actually a really nice little film.”

      Something about the way the guy said “actually” made me doubt the truth behind anything he was saying. But I didn’t have time to focus on that. The more time Granny and I spent around Los Angeles, the more we met Hollywood people with a similar attitude. But I didn’t have time to focus on that.

      “Has Martha been at home mostly?” I said.

      “I mean, I guess. When she’s not at the slot machines, she’s usually at home. Did you say you know the family? Or you’re here about septic services?”

      “Both,” said Granny. “We’re friends of the family, but also have a situation with our septic. It’s not good.”

      The guy resumed jiggling the tubes. “It never is.”
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      I hurried toward our parking spot, my fingers clamped firmly back over my nostrils as I jogged.

      Moments later, I climbed inside the van, shut the door behind me, and unplugged my nose. Granny did the same. Then she spent about thirty seconds coughing dramatically. “Aw, that smell was disgusting. I don’t know how you kept your nose unplugged while you were talking to that Sean kid.”

      Oh, yeah. Did I not mention Granny had her nose plugged for the whole conversation? She does so much ridiculous stuff sometimes it’s hard for me to take note of it all.

      “I can’t believe you kept your nose pinched that whole time,” I said. “Didn’t your thumb and pointer finger get tired?”

      “Yes.” Granny coughed like a cigarette smoker from the 1970’s. “My fingers were very fatigued. That was the hardest conversation I’ve participated in for years. Plus, this kid with the pretentious film talk. ‘I actually made a film. It was actually good.’ Actually, actually, actually. You’re a septic man, kid. Get off your high horse, scoop up the horse feces, and process it in your plants. Maybe you can make a movie about that.”

      I cracked up laughing. “Sounds like a riveting film, Granny. I don’t know though. I think you’ve got the market cornered. You had the idea first.”

      “Ideas are a dime a dozen. Everything is in the execution. I’ll let the cinematographer have that one for free.”

      “Wow. You’re so mad at him. He was pretty nice, all things considered.”

      “I’m not mad at him. I’m mad at the situation. Make a note of this: Our investigations can never lead us to a septic company with a bloviating employee ever again. It’s too gross… ”

      “Note taken. Not much I can do about that kind of thing, though.”

      Granny rubbed her hands together and smiled. “I much prefer our investigations to take us to the casino. That’s where you’re driving, right?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Lucky for you, yes. It does seem we need to head back to the Commerce Casino to try to find Martha Sacramento. No point in discussing it much, either. Or maybe it’s unlucky for you. You never know if you’re going to get a bad run of cards.”

      “Hey.” Granny turned to me. “Poker is not a game of luck. Poker is a game of skill. It can be taught, it can be mastered, and it can be beaten.”

      “Then why’d you name our dog Lucky?” I asked.

      “Well, there’s still an element of chance to the game, kid! You want the poker gods to smile upon you. Have I taught you nothing?”

      “I know, Granny. I know all about your philosophy on poker. Don’t be so gullible.”

      Granny crossed her arms. “Now you’re really messing with me. Hurry up and get to the Commerce already. I’m getting old over here.”

      One hour later and much to Granny’s delight, we were back at the Commerce Casino. That was when the adventure really began.
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      It was Saturday night and the slot machine jungle teemed with energy and excitement. Every single slot machine was taken by a gambler. Machines whirred and whooped like loud jungle birds. Security personnel stalked between machines like big cats on the prowl. And every so often the call of “Jackpot!” brought all the people to a single location like animals to a watering hole.

      Granny slithered through the maze like a trained hunter. I followed a few steps behind her, clacking in my fancy shoes, which had formed blisters on my heels and began to hurt. It seemed to me I was the only human in the junglescape, and I felt like everyone could tell I was out of place.

      We found Slot Machine Lady at her usual machine. She swiped her player’s card and pressed the “spin” button in a rhythmic trance. Swipe, spin. Swipe, spin. She barely noticed when she won money and kept right on swiping and spinning. Granny stood in quiet respect as Slot Machine Lady played, waiting for her moment to begin the conversation.

      Slot Machine Lady beat Granny to the proverbial punch. “Petunia. I know you’re standing right there.” Swipe. Spin. Swipe. Spin. “Talk already.”

      “Hey, you don’t have to be so rude,” said Granny. “Goodness forbid I respect your game play, here. Looks like you are getting on a good street.”

      Swipe. Spin. “I’m not getting on a good streak. I’m on a good streak. My streaks have nothing to do with you or whether or not you’re talking. What do you want this time?”

      Granny leaned forward and spoke in a quiet tone. “Martha Sacramento. You know her?”

      “Nope.”

      Granny slumped her shoulders, thanked Slot Machine Lady, and trudged away. From there, we questioned the other usuals at the Commerce. No one could point us in the direction of Martha Sacramento and both Granny and I began to suspect our visit to the casino might be fruitless.

      After about twenty minutes, Granny handed me some cash and pointed me toward what they call the casino cage, the place where you exchange cash for a player’s card. “Go grab a card. Let’s play the slots while we strategize what to do next.”

      Just then, an older woman with dyed black hair and a cane approached. “You looking for Martha Sacramento?”

      Granny looked the woman up and down. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe or yes?”

      Granny sighed. “OK. Yes. We’re looking for Martha Sacramento. You got a line on her?”

      The woman squinted at Granny. I felt I was watching an Old West showdown. Two strong women determined to get something from the other. “Heard you two talking about a player’s card. Mine’s cashed out. Maybe you could help with that.”

      Granny shook her head. “So you want me to pay you off. That’s how this works? We have no way of knowing whether or not you actually know Sacramento.”

      “I know she’s a Septic Queen of the Southland. How’s that?”

      I looked at Granny for permission. She gave me a small, begrudging nod. Then I handed the woman my wad of cash and she grinned. “That was easy.”

      “You’re ticking me off, lady,” Granny said with a frown.

      “Sorry. I just love to get my grubby little hands on money. Money makes the world go round. Money is green. Money is beautiful.”

      “Money is exchanged for goods or services,” said Granny. “So make use of the service. Tell us what you know about Martha Sacramento.”

      The woman looked both ways, presumably to make sure no one was listening. Then she took a step closer to me and Granny. “Martha Sacramento isn’t a weekend gambler. That’s why she’s not here. Says the crowds are too much and she doesn’t like competing for her favorite machines.”

      “So she’s a slot girl,” said Granny.

      The woman nodded. “Most of the time. Part of the Club, as they say. Although I suppose she is also a part of the literal Players’ Club. The more money you spend, the more perks they give you. I get free steak dinners three nights a week.”

      “That’s too much red meat for someone our age,” said Granny. “But I’m not one to judge.”

      “You kind of just judged,” I said.

      “Anyway,” said the woman. “Martha isn’t usually around on weekends. But I hear she hangs out a lot at the Flamingo Hotel. It’s right next door to here. Little dump with the flamingo fountain.”

      “You got a way with words, lady,” said Granny. “You think she’s there now?”

      The woman nodded. “I bet she is, yeah.”

      One minute later, Granny and I exited the Commerce Casino and began trudging toward the Flamingo Hotel next door. In Los Angeles, ‘right next door’ can often necessitate a ten minute walk. Everything is far apart, especially along the highway, and that was the case with the Flamingo Hotel. It was five minutes before we had left the Commerce parking lot. I could tell by Granny’s increasingly loud footsteps she wasn’t happy with the walk. Then she confirmed it. “We should have driven to this stupid motel.”

      I exhaled. “I know. I didn’t think about it.”

      “At this rate we’re never going to get there, and we’re never going to solve the case. We’re wasting time.”

      I realized something and stopped dead in my tracks. “Hold on a second. I don’t think we need to go to the Flamingo Hotel at all.”

      “Why not?” Granny asked.

      “That woman used the phrase ‘grubby little hands’. It stuck in my head ‘cuz it was a weird thing to say. Remember?”

      Granny scratched her head. “So what?”

      “So that guy Sean back at Sacramento Septic also used the term ‘grubby little hands’. And it’s not a phrase you hear twice a day. Not usually.”

      “So you think…”

      I nodded. “That woman we spoke to was Martha Sacramento. She sent us on a wild flamingo chase. And now she’s gotten away.”
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      “The woman from the casino was Martha Sacramento.” Granny slapped her forehead with her palm. “We should have seen it.”

      “Not sure what we do now.” I shoved my hands in my pockets and looked up at the massive parking lot lights above us. Each one was like a miniature sun hanging off the top of a sixty foot black pole. I sat on a little cement block. In the distance, the Saturday crowd streamed in and out of the casino. A short man in a suit with yellow pants, a yellow jacket, and a yellow hat hobbled inside. “People make strange style choices.”

      “That’s a lot coming from a girl covered in coffee and mustard,” said Granny. “It’s like half the deli fell onto your lap.”

      “I’m a businesswoman. My day moved fast. Never got a chance to change. Bought and sold a coupla $30 billion organizations, however.”

      Granny let out a soft chuckle. It was clear to me she wasn’t in the mood to continue playing pretend. I’d been trying to lighten the mood. But there was no lightening the fact that we had the potential killer in our grasp and we were duped.

      “Messed this one up, I guess.” I stood. “But that doesn’t mean we need to sit out here under the parking lot lights like a couple of beat-up, old sedans. We need to make a plan and follow through. That’s the only way to make a mistake better.”

      Granny flicked her eyes over to mine. “That’s my girl.” She rushed toward me like a boxing trainer. “What’s next? Give it to me. Don’t spare any details.”

      I winced. “I never said I had a full plan. Not sure I have a plan at all. Half plan, quarter plan… tenth of a plan. Maybe. Let me think… I mean, the woman who tricked us was inside the casino. And we just gave her cash to refill her player’s card. If she’s such a hardcore gambler, I can’t imagine she walked away from the chance to play a few more rounds. We haven’t been out here long.”

      “The trek across the desert parking lot felt like it took forty years and forty nights to me,” said Granny.

      With big, fast steps, I marched back toward the casino. “Walk faster this time. It will seem like thirty-nine.”

      Moments later, Granny and I strode inside the casino with the confidence of those guys from Ocean’s 11. I’m pretty sure Granny and I both felt like George Clooney from that movie. Logic dictates there can only be one Ocean but logic is boring, so let’s say we were both assuming the persona of the handsome frontman that evening. We both stood there, overlooking the slot machine jungle, with our hands on our hips. I spoke to Granny without looking over to her. “You take the jungle, and I’ll take the tables. Pump the locals for more information about the woman. Black hair and a cane, remember that. Sure, those could have been elements of her disguise, but I don’t give her that much credit. We’re faster than her, we’re smarter than her, and we’ve got more determination. Ready to get this done?”

      “Sounds like a decent plan,” said Granny. “But is that not her hurrying toward the exit now?”

      I followed Granny’s eye-line toward the exit. Sure enough, the woman we suspected to be Martha Sacramento was hobbling toward the exit, leaning on her cane. Vexation reddened my ears when I saw her. I’ve never been a woman who likes being lied to. Not sure a woman like that exists. “Let’s go get her.”

      I tried to keep my George Clooney persona as I headed off after Martha Sacramento. That meant I used long, confident strides. I didn’t hurry, even though I was in a rush. I gave a friendly nod to every casino patron I passed. I even handed a dollar to a cocktail waitress as a tip for no good reason.

      “What was that about?” said Granny.

      “I’m being suave. Go with it.”

      By the time we got outside, Martha was about a hundred feet deep into the parking lot, headed toward a rusted out, maroon car. Part of me wanted to break into a run, tackle her to the ground, and scream, “Gotcha, killer!” But that’s not what Danny Ocean would’ve done, so I kept my cool and didn’t break my confident stride. Granny tried to keep up with me. “You ready for a fight, kid?”

      “Always,” I said. “Let’s hope that it’s not necessary.”

      I rounded the car and stood between Martha and the driver's side door just as she reached out to open it. “Evening, Ma’am. Was this your lucky night?”

      “Buzz off. I gave you guys the information you asked for. I’m not giving the money back. What’s wrong? Sacramento wasn’t at the Flamingo? Whoops. Bye now.”

      Martha tried to nudge me aside but I stood my ground. “Fool me once, shame on me. Fool me twice… not going to happen.” I shot a quick look over to Granny. “Granny. Windows of this vehicle. Tell me what you see.”

      Granny cupped her hands and looked into the backseat of the car. “Paperwork. A half-empty bag of Doritos. An old trucker hat with Sacramento Septic written on the cap.”

      I grinned. “Curious. Are you about to drive Martha Sacramento’s car home from the casino?”

      The woman’s eyes widened. Her chin wobbled as she shook her head, then she huffed in resignation. “Fine. I’m Martha. I’m Martha Sacramento.” Her eyes opened somehow even wider. “I don’t have the money, OK? Spent all week trying to win it back, but I lost everything I came with and then some. I’ve been thinking someone would come after me. Didn’t think it would be a couple of ladies like you. Hey, listen, let me appeal to your soft sides. Have a heart. Pretend you never found me.”

      Granny rounded the car. “You think we’re debt collectors?”

      Martha swallowed. She fussed with one of the buttons on her shirt. The light from overhead reflected off her gaudy, cheap watch. “You’re not? This seems like a trick. I really don’t have any money. My husband died. But I didn’t inherit anything from that. I lost money on the deal. Cremation, funeral services… All that cost big, and he didn’t have no savings. Think about me as a grieving widow and let me go on my way. Please.”

      I shook my head. “We’re really not debt collectors. We’re actually…” Oops. There’s that word again. “We’re here to talk about your husband, Steve. Can you tell us how he died?”

      “Went into cardiac arrest during a routine surgery. Happens more than you might like to think.” The woman’s voice grew morose as she spoke. “We weren’t ready to lose him. My boys are lost without him.”

      A little desk lamp went off in my head. “Hold on. Do your kids know about this debt of yours? Do they know that debt collectors might be coming around?”

      Martha hung her head, giving me the only answer I needed.

      I turned to Granny. “Sean Weinman, the cinematographer…”

      Granny nodded. “That was one of the Sacramento boys. Looks like the rotten apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, Martha. Your kid lied to us just like you did. He slipped up. Let us know where you might be. But we’re not real debt collectors. Hopefully Seany boy keeps up the ruse for the next folks who stop by the septic wasteland.”

      “Look, I’m not proud,” Martha said. “But anyway, who are you two, and if you don’t want my money what do you want?”

      “The names Dr. Bakersfield or Nurse Wendy Franklin mean anything to you?” I said. I studied Martha’s face for a reaction when I mentioned the names. If she knew those two might’ve been involved in her husband’s death, I expected she’d seem angry or displeased when I brought up the physician and attending nurse. Instead I saw nothing in her eyes but big, wide emptiness.

      “Never heard of them.” Martha bit her lip. “Why?”

      “Those are the two key members of the team that were working on your husband when he died. And now we suspect that both of them have been murdered.”

      The woman walked a few steps away from her car, shaking her head. “You’re private investigators. You think this was a revenge killing. Something like that. But I really don’t know them. I never thought anything of my husband’s death other than it was an unfortunate accident. But if those two did hurt him, I’m glad they got a comeuppance.”

      I asked Martha to confirm where she was at the times when both Wendy and Dr. Bakersfield were expected to have been murdered. It took a while, but Martha dug up casino receipts from all the time windows in question. I reviewed the receipts then handed them back to Martha, and she tossed them into her car, where they would probably remain forever. “You can ask around, I’m not really one for revenge anyway. More of a gambler, if you couldn’t tell. I mean, if somebody killed those two on behalf of Steve, more power to ‘em. But I don’t have it in me. I’m a more sedentary being.”

      Granny grunted. “I guess that’s true.”

      “So where is this investigation going to lead you next?” Martha asked.

      Granny sighed. “No idea. But we better act fast or there might be another murder victim in Toluca Lake.”
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      Martha got in her car and drove away. Granny and I let her. She was no longer a suspect because she had an alibi. So after the stressful confrontation with the indebted widow, we were left standing there under the lights in an empty parking spot.

      “I feel a little bad for that lady,” I said, scratching my side. “First, her husband dies, then she goes into debt, then we chase her down in the parking lot and accuse her of murder.”

      “She might have already been in debt when the husband died.” Granny put her arm around my shoulder. “And false accusations are part of being a sleuth. Can’t let them get you down. The people of Toluca Lake need you.”

      “The people need us.” I emphasized the word us and put my arm around Granny’s shoulder too, so we were in a half hug.

      “The animals need us too, kid.” Granny squeezed my shoulder. “You can’t forget about the animals.” Granny took her hand from my shoulder and turned to look at me. “What the two of us need is a snack. And I know just the place.”

      Granny marched me back into the casino like a woman on an important mission. As we walked, winding our way through the slot machines and toward the far end of the big room, I tried to figure out where we were going. Granny had been right, I was hungry. But I needed to make sure we were headed to the right kind of snack. I didn’t want anything spicy, for instance. And the place needed to be comfortable, not just some little food stand in the casino. Granny dismissed my concerns with a wave of her hand and kept walking. “You’ll see when we get there. And I promise you’ll like it.”

      No sooner had she finished her previous sentence than a sign for Dupar’s restaurant came into view. Dupar’s was a legendary Los Angeles diner. The small chain had a handful of restaurants dotted across Southern California. They were all terrific, and they all had the same old-school, quiet charm.

      “I didn’t know the Commerce had a Dupar’s,” I said.

      “Not many people do. But this is one of the best ones around.” Granny grabbed the door to the restaurant, which was housed inside the casino, and I walked through. As soon as I entered Dupar’s, I forgot I was inside the Commerce. The Rat Pack played over the speakers. Big, red booths were filled with groups of people enjoying their food. The whole place was detailed with rich, dark wood which gave it a warm, 1970’s energy.

      The hostess told us to grab a seat anywhere. We claimed a booth in the back of the restaurant, settled in, and ordered a full stack of pancakes to share, along with a couple coffees. The coffees arrived almost immediately. Two cotton-white cups filled to the brim from an orange handled carafe. The pancakes required a short wait. But if experience had taught me anything it was that the wait for those pancakes was worth any amount of time. Granny seemed to agree.

      “Dupar’s pancakes are better than the man of my dreams.” She picked up her fork and licked her lips. “Soft, fluffier than that cat of yours, buttery. Haven’t been this excited for food in a long time, kid. Feels good. Makes me feel alive.”

      I giggled. “I know what you mean. Dupar’s pancakes are special. I remember the first time I ever got them.”

      “It was you, me, and your dad. We were at The Grove for your birthday. You were turning seven.”

      “I thought it was eight,” I said.

      Granny shook her head. “It was seven. I know because you kept telling every single stranger that you were seven, and that meant you were a big girl. I’ll never forget that. Very cute. You were a cute kid.”

      “I’m a cute adult,” I said.

      “Right. But it’s a little weird now, because you’re an adult. Back then it was pure, unadulterated cuteness. Anyhow, you cried when your dad ordered the pancakes. You’d wanted French toast. But he insisted on getting these pancakes, said they weren’t like anything you’d ever had before. You kept whimpering like a big baby until the pancakes showed up. But when they got to the table your eyes got bigger than the pancakes themselves. You ripped one in half with your bare hands and shoved it into your mouth. Your dad and I cracked up laughing. So did the waiter and the old guy at the table behind us.”

      “And the rest is history,” I said.

      “Lucky for us, history tends to repeat itself.” Granny sat back as a waiter approached with our pancakes and placed the plate down in the middle of the table.

      “Can I get you some extra plates or anything?” he said.

      I shook my head. “We’ll eat from the same plate. It’s kind of tradition.”

      “We can’t wait for more plates, anyway,” said Granny. “But if you bring extra syrup and butter, I’ll give you a gorgeous tip.”

      The waiter hurried away. I ripped the first pancake in half and began to eat with my hands, as tradition dictated. Granny rolled her eyes, buttered the other half, and began eating with a fork like a civilized, pancake-loving adult.

      The pancake was lightly sweet, perfectly moist, and so light and fluffy. They combined perfectly with the real maple syrup from Dupar’s. The butter was a little soft, so it was perfect for spreading. And every bite I took catapulted me back to my childhood and filled me with warm, loving memories.

      “Now, let’s talk murder,” said Granny, sipping her coffee.

      “Way to shock a girl back to reality, Granny. I was strolling down Memory Lane there. There are no murders allowed on Memory Lane.”

      “Well finish your stroll, because we need a plan,” said Granny. “Martha Sacramento’s definitely a degenerate gambler with some big problems, and she seemed pretty sad, but she appears to me like she was innocent of these murders. So what do we do now?”

      I took a big bite of pancake. “Hard to say. Craig Franklin’s alibi has a pancake-sized hole in it. It might be smart to investigate him further.”

      “We’ve hit so many dead ends with that guy. His behavior has been weird, sure. But he doesn’t seem like a murderer to me.”

      “Maybe we should consider Sean Weinman, also known as Steve Sacramento’s son. The kid is a good liar. Maybe he’s a good murderer, too.”

      “Good murderers don’t get caught. And whoever did this is going down.” Granny stirred sugar into her coffee. “But I didn’t get murderer vibes from that kid, either. And he had a clear other reason to lie, his mom’s debt. What about the real estate guy, James Banks?”

      “We’ve already questioned him. Didn’t seem to me he knew Wendy had died. He was up front about the photos too. Doesn’t rule him out, but… He’s not that hot of a suspect based on what we know.”

      “So we need to gather more intelligence,” said Granny. “And we still need more butter and syrup, too. Where is that kid?”

      “Not sure. But I got plenty of butter.”

      “Good for you.” Granny caught a passing waitress by the arm. “More butter and syrup when you get a second?”

      The waitress gave Granny a polite nod and hurried away. “I love the waitstaff here. It never seems like I’m rubbing them the wrong way. So many people, I feel like I’m rubbing them the wrong way when I don’t intend to rub.”

      “You could try to rub less,” I said.

      Granny cackled and I joined her in the laugh. We both knew she could not and would not ever change.

      “Look, Dirk called me earlier. The Bakersfield funeral is tomorrow.”

      “You think we should go?” I said.

      The butter and syrup arrived. Granny thanked the waiter and slathered the bottom pancake in butter. “No. I don’t want to go to the funeral. Funerals are depressing.”

      “We could send Betsy,” I said. “She’s out on bail and eager to help, and seems to find all things grave related to be oddly fascinating.”

      “I don’t think anybody needs to go to the good doctor’s sendoff,” Granny said. “That’s not what I’m suggesting here, kid.”

      I gave Granny a nod of understanding. “Oh. I see. You want to sneak into the Bakersfield house during the services, because you know there won’t be anyone watching the place.”

      Granny shoved a huge bite of pancake into the container of syrup and let it soak for a second. “Sounds like a good idea when you say it.”

      I bit my lip and shifted my weight in my seat. “I’m not sure. Maybe it’s time for us to call the police and tell them what we know.”

      Granny set her fork down.

      “The police locked up your pal, Betsy. Officer Handsome is running around chasing vandals. And Rotund is never any help.” Granny placed her fork down, so I knew she was serious. “And don’t get me started on the Chief.”

      I set my fork down too, to demonstrate to Granny that I understood the gravity of the moment. “Fine. We’ll break in.”
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      Granny and I finished every last morsel of pancake. She looked away as I licked the plate clean. A little gross, I know. But those last drops of syrup mixed with melted butter couldn’t go to waste. And sometimes your tongue is the best tool you have.

      I clutched my stomach and stretched my back as we emerged from the restaurant back into the casino. Granny looked over at me. “You look like you’re full, kid. Don’t tell me you’ve gotten soft on the pancake challenge.”

      “If I eat too many more pancake challenges, I’ll get incredibly soft,” I said. “Yeah, I’m full. Not ashamed to say it, either.”

      “Makes sense. You had two pancakes, and I only had one. You were a little bit of a pancake thief this evening.”

      I shrugged my shoulders. “I thought you weren’t that hungry. You should have told me if you wanted more, Granny. I’ll go back in there and buy a short stack to go. Come on. Right now.”

      “Relax.” Granny led the way toward the main exit. “You’re being dramatic. I don’t care about the pancake. I ate just as much as I wanted. And I’m glad I’m not the one who feels like a full little pancake thief right now.”

      I began to protest, but stopped talking as Granny rushed ahead toward a poker table. I laughed as she greeted every single player by name. When she was done making the rounds, Granny went over to an older man in a cowboy hat. She whispered something in his ear. He laughed, and she hurried away so I followed.

      “What did you just tell that guy?” I said as soon as we were out of earshot.

      “I told him to try to win as much as he could tonight, because once I play him again, I’m going to take him for all he’s worth.”

      I shook my head. “Granny. You love confrontation.”

      “Those are words of endearment in the poker world. Slim knows I’m not serious. I mean, I am, but it’s all in good fun. As in, it’s fun to win Slim’s money.”

      I cast a look back at the guy in the cowboy hat. “That guy is named Slim? That’s so cool. What a cowboy. Poker is cool.”

      “It’s a cool game of skill.” Granny emphasized the word skill, recalling the earlier argument we’d had. “And I doubt his mother named him Slim. Probably a name given to him by war buddies or fellow degenerates at the poker table.”

      “So poker players are degenerates?” I said with a smirk. “Just like Martha Sacramento?”

      “Yup. And we’re proud of the label. We’re not like slot degenerates though. Don’t lump us all together.”

      As I drove back to Toluca Lake, Granny chattered happily about different people she had known in the poker world over the years. Half my mind listened to her stories, but the other half raced with questions about our investigation.

      I dropped her off back at Toluca Gardens pretty late, then I headed home with a promise to pick her up so we could check out the Bakersfield home the next day. When I got back to my place I felt restless, so I took Lucky for a walk around the neighborhood. The little dog was excited to go out for a late adventure. He dragged me to every tree and shrub for a sniff-fest. Then we rounded the corner and I noticed a cop car slowly cruising toward us. Lucky and I stood and waited for the car to reach us.

      The car stopped when it got to us and the passenger side window rolled down. I squatted to look inside. Detective Mike Fine was alone in the vehicle, sitting behind the wheel. “You’re under arrest for walking your dog.”

      I smiled. “That’s not fair. I protest this arrest. I’m calling the local news.” I laughed, and so did Mike.

      “Well,” said Mike. “You’re at least going to have to pay a fine. It’s illegal to walk your dog in Toluca Lake.”

      “Oh? Since when?” I asked.

      “Since forever,” Mike said. “Or maybe just since you forgot our date last night.”

      “What?” I said. “What’re you talking about?”

      “Amy… It’s Saturday. You and I were supposed to go out on Friday night. We made a plan? Did you forget?”

      I gasped and covered my mouth. “Oh, my goodness. Yes. I forgot. But… You could’ve called! Why didn’t you call? Unless… You also forgot.”

      “The day of the week may have slipped my mind,” said Mike, “But you forgot first.”

      “You forgot first.” I pointed at him and smiled.

      “Maybe we forgot at the exact same time,” said Mike. “I’m sorry, though. Rotund has been pushing me out all over town hunting down this vandal. But every time I think I’m onto something, it turns out they’re three steps ahead of me.”

      “Sounds to me like you’re asking for advice from someone who solved a couple of murders in Toluca Lake,” I said, smirking.

      “That’s not what I was saying.” Mike put the car in park and settled back. “Why? You see something? Do you have a lead?”

      I bit my lip. I had never told Mike about the threatening phone calls I had received after the last investigation. But what if the calls were connected in some way to the vandals? Some sort of prankster who wore many hats. I had written the creepy communication off as an innocuous call from some stupid kids. But stupid kids are the exact type to throw mustard sandwiches at the Mayor’s door.

      I decided to tell Mike about the calls. He listened patiently as I talked. Then he threw up his hands in disbelief. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were getting threatened. It’s my job to hunt stuff like that down, both as a police officer and as a potential romantic interest.”

      “So now you’re my potential romantic interest?” I said.

      “Of course, Amy. Keep up. We had a date, remember?”

      “We both forgot the date,” I said.

      “But it was a date nonetheless. Sure, it hasn’t happened yet, and neither of us remembered it. But we’re gonna reschedule, right?”

      I shrugged. “I guess so.”

      “Hence: Potential love interest. I think the two of us have a bright future together, to be honest. You’re smart, good looking, funny, great with animals. I’m none of those things. Together, we’re like a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

      I laughed. “I love a guy with false humility.”

      “Nothing false about it. I’m humble. Don’t want to brag, but it’s just true.”

      “Well you’re witty, if nothing else,” I said with a wry smile.

      There was a loud crash from nearby and someone sped down the road on a moped. Mike’s eyes widened. “That’s my vandal.”

      “Go, get him!” I said.

      Mike reached across the car and popped open the passenger door. “Get in.”

      Without thinking, I jumped into the vehicle and pulled Lucky in to sit on my lap. Part of me hoped the supposed vandal might lead me to a clue in the murder investigation. Another part, perhaps the bigger part, just wanted to be alone in the car with Mike.

      Seconds later, the squad car screamed down the road in the direction of the moped. I held onto my door handle and my knuckles whitened.

      “Sorry. This ride might get a little bumpy.”

      “Fine with me. Fine with Lucky, too.” Lucky was having a great time, tongue lolling, tail wagging, nose pressed against the glass. I pointed out the front windshield. “There he is! Left, left.”

      Mike took a sharp left turn. The moped had driven down a dead-end road. It had parked at the far end of the street with its headlight pointing out toward us. We were in a showdown. Mike looked over at me. “Stay in the car.”

      I nodded and he got out.

      Mike called out to the alleged vandal. “This is the police! Dismount the vehicle and put your hands in the air.”

      The driver of the moped neither dismounted nor raised their hands in the air. Mike put his hand to his holster. “I’m walking toward you. Don’t make any sudden movements.”

      A male, teenage voice called out from the darkness. “I’m getting off the bike. Chill. Don’t shoot.” The kid dismounted the bike and put his hands in the air. Mike removed his hand from his holster and continued walking toward the suspect. There was a tremor in the kid’s voice I didn’t trust.

      I slipped out of the squad car as quiet as could be, careful to close the door behind me and keep Lucky safe inside. Then I hid in the shadows along the side of the road. As Mike walked closer to the kid, he kept shouting warnings and demanding the kid keep his hands in the air. I crept along the side of the road. With each passing second, I got closer to the moped, closer to the suspect, closer to helping Mike solve the crime…

      I looked over toward Mike. He was ten feet away from the suspect and closing the gap fast. Suddenly, the kid took off running toward the darkened side of the road… toward me. Mike gave chase but he tripped and fell. The kid was headed for a short fence behind me. He got so close, I could see his eyes widening as he planned his jump and neared his big escape.

      Images of the recent vandalism popped into my mind. The graffiti, the destruction, the mustard. Then I heard that threatening voice that had called me at home after the last investigation. There was something in that kid’s voice… something familiar.

      The kid ramped up his speed as he got close to the fence where I was hiding. At the last second, I jumped to my feet, exploded from the darkness, and tackled him to the ground. “Mike. I got him.”

      Seconds later, Mike was on the scene, handcuffing the kid. He looked over at me and we made brief eye contact as he latched the cuffs onto the kid’s wrist. I had done a good job apprehending a suspect.

      And Mike and I had made a good team.
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      “No police tape out front. Seems the cops don’t think Bakersfield was murdered.” Granny climbed out of the Creature Comforts van and looked up at Dr. Bakersfield’s big Georgian mansion. “What makes us so sure?”

      “Connect the dots.” I stood next to Granny with my hands on my hips. “Wendy to Bakersfield. And the two of them back to Steve Sacramento.”

      “Alright,” said Granny. “Not sure why I’m putting any stock in what the cops think anyhow. They’re not famous for being right, they’re famous for being French.”

      A quick glance over either shoulder confirmed Granny and I were alone at the Bakersfield residence. “I’m glad we came during the funeral proceedings. All of the neighbors must be there.”

      As if on cue, a snarling dog barked from next door. I could tell when the dog barked it was a pitbull. Large, male, close to a hundred pounds. At least, that was my educated guess.

      “Sounds like a pitty,” Granny said.

      I took a few steps up Bakersfield’s driveway and spotted the dog in the neighbor’s backyard. Sandy colored with soft brown eyes, but a killer nonetheless. The fence that contained the dog was about waist high. It would have been easy for him to jump over and disrupt our investigation if he so desired.

      “Not all pitbulls are angry,” said Granny. “They have an unfair reputation. But that dog there has issues.”

      “He just needs a little love and attention.” I fished an organic doggie treat out of my purse and walked over to the fence. The dog kept barking and jumping at the fence and I approached. “It’s OK, buddy. Look! I have something special for you.” With a quick flick of my wrist I tossed the dog treat over the fence. The pitbull devoured it in a single bite and looked back to me for more.

      Within a few minutes, I had the once angry dog happy and literally eating out of the palm of my hand. I chatted with the dog as he ate to keep him calm and happy. I suppose it helped calm my nerves as well.

      Granny called over from behind me. “Enough of the puppy love. The dog almost drew attention to us, but you solved the problem. Now you’re dawdling and that’s become the problem.”

      “But look at those big, brown eyes,” I said in a pleading voice.

      “You have your own dog at home, and maybe you’ll see this guy at Creature Comforts someday soon.”

      I fed the pitbull another treat, said my goodbyes, and turned to face Granny. “You’re right. Sorry. I lost sight of our mission there for a moment. Cute animals can do that to me.”

      “Cute animals can do that to the best of us, kid. But we need to get inside that house.”

      We didn’t bother trying the front door and instead walked right around the back. I hesitate to call what we did breaking and entering, because the sliding glass door that led from the house to the backyard was cracked open. The yard was pristine and inviting, with a gorgeous patio and a large, shimmering pool. It took a lot for me to turn away from the pool on that warm day and enter the home. But Granny and I had a job to do.

      We entered into a formal living room that contained a grand piano and a few pieces of furniture that looked like they had been bought from a tag sale at Buckingham palace. A neat stack of Architectural Digest magazines rested on the coffee table, unread. Everything in the room was neatly arranged, and the place looked like it belonged in the pages of one of those magazines. There was a shelf of expensive, kitschy trinkets that was meticulously arranged. Everything was picture perfect.

      “Doctors do well,” said Granny. “Unless they get murdered.”

      I squinted and looked around the room. “For serious. Looks like this guy was loaded. Maybe someone killed him in a robbery gone wrong.” As soon as I said it, I rolled my eyes at myself. Robbery gone wrong was always wishful thinking. What an open and shut case it would be, if murder was as easy as that.

      Granny read my mind. “Then his murder wouldn’t be connected to Wendy. I agree with your theory. Connect the dots.”

      “Let’s keep looking around.” My feet carried me silently from the living room into a stainless steel and quartz kitchen. The kitchen, like the rest of the house, was also magazine perfect, and we didn’t find anything resembling a clue in there. I opened a door at the far side of the kitchen to reveal a staircase leading down. Grabbing the handrail, I descended the staircase one step at a time. With each step, I got the feeling I was headed toward something big.

      “Pretty amazing this house also has a basement,” Granny said from behind me.

      I shuddered. “Basements creep me out.”

      We arrived at the bottom of the stairs to find a room one could only describe as a classic man cave. There were big, leather couches and there was a pool table set off to the side. But there was one important element missing from the man cave… everything else. A wall mount for a TV stand was fastened across from the couch, but there was no TV hung there. A case meant for displaying sports memorabilia rested near the pool table, but all that remained was a single baseball card. There was also a beautiful, vintage record player, but no records. And there was a spot on the wall where a piece of art had clearly hung but no art remained.

      “This looks like a robbery to me,” said Granny, flopping down on the couch. “All the good stuff has been taken.”

      Was robbery gone wrong back on the table? I looked around. Something was too clean. “This is all too tidy to have been a burglary.” I crossed to the empty memorabilia case and ran my fingers along the glass. “It looks like this stuff was removed with care. Maybe the doctor gave it away or sold it.”

      The last remaining object, which I’d previously thought was a baseball card, caught my eye. I picked it up. The little piece of cardboard was an advertisement for the 1912 Kentucky Derby. “That’s weird. This is horse racing memorabilia.”

      Granny shrugged. “A lot of money to win in horse racing. A lot of money to lose, too.”

      My eyes and Granny’s eyes widened at the exact same time. “Do you think Dr. Bakersfield bet on horses?” I said. “Is it possible he took all this stuff and tried to sell it or use it as a form of payment?”

      “That’s a bit of a leap,” said Granny. “But it’s possible, I guess. Let’s go back upstairs for a second.”

      I charged up the stairs and soon heard Granny’s footsteps behind me.

      Seconds later, I led her back into the formal living room. I rushed over to the shelf of trinkets I had noticed earlier. Nothing there had stood out to me earlier, but upon my second visit I noticed,”All of this stuff has something to do with horse racing.”

      Granny scratched her chin. “You’re right.” She pointed at a miniature helmet on display. “That’s a racing helmet. And that there looks like another old advertisement for a horse race.” Granny laughed to herself. “And look at the book on display.”

      I grabbed the book off the shelf and laughed to myself. “Secretariat.”

      “Guy bet on the ponies, for sure. I’d bet my life on it,” Granny said.

      I didn’t like my grandmother so casually putting her life on the line, but that didn’t seem like the right time to argue. “So what does this all mean?” I said.

      “Even doctors get in trouble with gambling and money. And money is one of the number one reasons people kill.”

      “But who was he in trouble with?” I asked. “And how do we find that person?”
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      Eleanor welcomed us to the bakeshop with a basket of little homemade bagels and country butter. “I’ve been waiting for someone I like to come to the shop so I could give them this off-menu treat. I boiled the bagels. If you like them, I’ll put them on the menu. And the butter is our nation’s finest, from California’s dairy cows.”

      “Good gracious, Eleanor. Your vibe is so sunny but I’m not wearing my shades,” said Granny.

      “She means thank you so much for the bagels.” I picked up the little basket off Eleanor’s counter. “They smelled delicious. Is one of these cinnamon raisin?”

      Eleanor smiled. “Sourdough cinnamon raisin. A little invention I read about on a blog for Amish people. The Amish love to bake, and they’re so good at it.”

      “Seems pretty un-Amish to have a blog,” Granny said.

      “I suppose so,” Eleanor wrinkled up her nose. “But one of the younger, hipper Amish children must run it. And let me tell you, it is a delight. One of my dreams is to go to Lancaster, Pennsylvania, so I can learn from the Amish.”

      “That is a very achievable dream,” I said. “I hope you get there someday soon. And I think you’d have a thing or two that you’d be able to teach the Amish as well.”

      Eleanor gasped. “That is quite the high compliment, young lady. Now, I would stand here and ask for more, but these bagels are warm and I want you to try them when they’re at their best. Also, solve these murders already. I’m getting scared.”

      Eleanor uttered that last sentence about being scared in the same perky and friendly tone she used about everything else. It was a surprising juxtaposition, and I laughed. “Don’t be scared, Eleanor.” I leaned forward. “We might be getting close.”

      “That’s called jinxing, Amy. Jinxing is what killed off the ancient Egyptians,” Granny said. “You can’t be all willy-nilly with that stuff.”

      “Sorry, Granny.” I thanked Eleanor for the fresh bagels and hurried over to our table by the window.

      “This case is all connected through gambling somehow.” Granny ripped the cinnamon bagel in half and handed me a piece. “Wendy and Bakersfield were both gamblers. Martha Sacramento is a gambler, too. So the solution to this case must have something to do with the bets they placed.”

      I broke a piece off of the cinnamon sourdough raisin bagel and dipped it into the butter. “I think we were circling the drain, and by drain I mean truth, back at Bakersfield’s place. He owed money to someone, maybe a bookie or a loan shark. So to collect their debt, the loan shark robbed him and killed the good doctor. But who might that loan shark or bookie be?” I took a bite of bagel.

      Mmmmm. Let’s just say the Amish are doing something right. “Oh, my goodness, this is delicious, Granny. Try the cinnamon sourdough one.”

      “I’m not in the mood for something that sweet. Crazy, I know. Maybe I’ll get there, but I’m starting with the sesame seed.” Granny carefully cut a sesame seed bagel down the middle and took her time buttering it. When the butter hit the warm bagel, it softened further and melted into the dough inside. Once it was all buttered up, Granny smushed the bagel back together and took a bite. “Wow. Not sure what I like better, the butter or the bagel. I would eat this butter plain.”

      “The combination is incredible. It warmed up my whole body! So good. Cheers to the Amish. Betsy is going to be sour that she missed this sourdough. Almost forgot about the case for a second.”

      Granny lowered her bagel. “But we can’t forget about the case. We need to think. Who did both Wendy Franklin and Dr. Bakersfield owe money to? Is it someone we already know, or should we head to the casino and start asking around about bookies and loan sharks?”

      “I figured you would know some bookies,” I said. “And loan sharks, and other seedy characters.”

      Granny laughed. “I’m a poker player! I don’t need a bookie. And any gambler worth their salt doesn’t need money loaned to them. I’ve never had a losing month, Amy. Poker is a—”

      “It’s a game of skill. I know. I’m sorry. But you really don’t know anyone, just by osmosis?”

      Granny took a big bite of her butter sandwich and shook her head. “Nope.”

      I sat back in my chair and crossed my arms. “Could it be Craig Franklin? He knew Bakersfield through Wendy, I’m sure. And he obviously knew Wendy quite well too.”

      “That doesn’t make sense. Husband loans money to wife and then kills wife over money? Illogical.”

      “I’m trying my best.” I sliced open a poppy seed bagel and started to recreate Granny’s butter sandwich masterpiece. Then I thought of something that felt important. “Hold on a second.” I grabbed my purse and pulled out the envelope we had discovered in Wendy’s locked briefcase. I slid the photos out of the envelope to confirm my suspicion, and suddenly everything made a bit more sense. “Just as I suspected.”

      Granny leaned forward. “What? You can’t just say that and not follow up. Out with it already.”

      “Look.” I held one of the pictures out to Granny.

      Granny took the photo from my hands and studied it. “Oh, my carnations. That woman with James Banks is Martha Sacramento.”

      I grinned in smug satisfaction. “Yup.”

      Granny put the photo down on the table. “Wait. So what?”

      “So we already knew Wendy Franklin had an antagonistic relationship with James Banks. Wendy used these photos to extort Banks, remember? Now it’s clear Martha Sacramento knew James, too. You’ll recall that when we confronted James about these photos, he claimed they showed him having an affair, cheating on his wife. But we’ve met both Martha Sacramento and James Banks.”

      “A happy couple they do not make,” said Granny. “That guy is so full of himself and into his appearance. He would never date an older septic woman like Martha Sacramento. And he certainly wouldn’t cheat on his wife with her. In my experience, men like their extra girlfriends to be sexy and clean, not… Martha.”

      “Right. Yet here Martha is, with Banks. Now her husband is dead, and she seems scared for her life.”

      Granny ran her hand through her hair. “You think James Banks is more than some innocent real estate developer.”

      “I think he’s our loan shark. And maybe the killer.”

      Granny sat back. “But we haven’t connected Banks to Bakersfield.”

      “We’ve connected Bakersfield to gambling. If I’m right, if James Banks is a loan shark… My hunch tells me Bakersfield and Wendy both owed him money.”

      “And Steve Sacramento too?”

      I shrugged. “Died of natural causes before he paid off his debt. And that’s what has Martha all bent out of shape.”

      “So we need to find James Banks,” said Granny.

      I stood up, nodding my head. “And we need to do it now. Martha is in danger.”

      We wanted to confirm our theory about James Banks so we called Sacramento Septic Services. Martha wasn’t in. The kid who answered the phone refused to identify himself. But he hung up as soon as we mentioned the name James Banks.

      That gave us all the answer we needed. So Granny and I jumped in the Creature Comforts van and braced for a big showdown. I called Betsy to make sure she had things under control at the salon, and she told me to “give the bad guy an extra kick” for making her spend so many nights in jail.

      “Where are we going to find Banks?” said Granny, buckling her seatbelt.

      “Seems to me his real estate business was legit. The guy had an office, and I noticed plenty of current sales paperwork on his desk. My suspicion is that Banks uses real estate holdings to hide or launder the money he earns as a loan shark, which is probably his main source of income. But when you’ve got a lot of money to clean, you need a big, busy business to make that happen.”

      “So what’s the plan?” Said Granny, with an annoyed tone. “And since when did you become such an expert on criminal enterprises?”

      “Ever since I subscribed to Netflix, Granny. The shows changed my life, and passed many a sad, loveless evening for me.”

      “Sometimes you talk and it’s so depressing.”

      “Nothing depressing about spending a night alone with Netflix.” I started the car. “It’s how a lot of my generation spends every night. Don’t judge me. When I get my heart broken, I crawl into very small holes and then I crawl right back out with a smile. That’s how I cope.”

      Granny raised her hands. “Alright. No judgment. Sorry I asked.”

      “Banks said he works mostly on fixer-uppers. My gut tells me he was telling the truth about that. So I say we head to some open houses for fixer-uppers on the market in this area. I bet we’ll find him at one of those. If we can’t locate him that way, we’ll brainstorm, maybe set a trap.”

      “How are you going to find fixer-uppers for sale?”

      I did a quick search on my phone and held the results out to Granny for her to review. “Et voilá! There’s only one, and it’s over on Magnolia. We can be there in ten minutes.”

      Granny laughed. “You kids and your Netflix and your technology. Half the time, I think you’re wasting your brains and the other half, I’m shocked by your skills.”

      “My brains are just fine.”

      A few minutes later, Granny and I had arrived at a small, Spanish-style home on Magnolia Boulevard in Toluca Lake. Magnolia was mostly coffee shops and restaurants, so it was unique to find a freestanding house there. The place had peeling paint and an overgrown yard, but we were close to Los Angeles, so the list price was still three-quarters of a million.

      I parked the Creature Comforts van around the corner to avoid alerting Banks to our presence. Then Granny and I jumped out and bustled toward the home.

      A tall, blonde woman swung the door open to welcome us. She had white teeth that fit perfectly in her mouth. Her blue eyes were piercing. Her legs were longer than my entire body.

      Granny gave the woman a firm handshake. “Let me guess, you came to the area to pursue acting. Real estate is a side hustle for you while you wait for your big break.”

      The woman shook her head. “Not at all. Real estate has been my passion for my entire adult life. I take pride in helping people find their dream homes and it’s what keeps me going. Why you ask?”

      “You’re gorgeous, lady.”

      The woman laughed. “Please, come in.”

      We entered, following the statuesque lady into the empty home. Her four inch heels clacked on the ground. My sneakers did not. She turned and gestured around the living room we had entered with her blinding smile. “Here’s the main living area. Cozy, but with very little wasted space. I could see the two of you here now, perched on an adorable couch with a dog or cat by your side, reading a good book or chatting.”

      “That book better be real good for almost a million bucks,” said Granny. “Anyone else here for this open house right now? You’ve been busy?”

      The woman turned her head. “Not too busy, no. But you two arrived right when I opened the doors. I think you’ll love this gorgeous eat-in kitchen. Follow me.”

      Granny and I followed the lady. I couldn’t help it, as I looked around the home, I began to imagine myself there. The woman was right, the place had a lot of charm. I wondered if I’d ever groom enough dogs to save up the money to afford it.

      The kitchen was large and ramshackle. Half the cabinets were missing doors and the faucet was busted. Plus, the tiles were cracked and paint was peeling all over the room.

      “Now, this is when you start to get a sense of what you might want to do to fix up with this place. But everything you see here is mostly cosmetic.”

      “Sure,” said Granny, opening and closing the broken refrigerator. “You know a guy named James Banks? He’s involved in real estate around here.”

      The woman twisted up her perfect little nose. “Name sounds familiar. But I can’t quite place it. Check out the view from this kitchen window.”

      A deep voice boomed from nearby. “Did I hear my name?” The front door opened and closed. We all turned to the sound of the voice.

      It belonged to James Banks.
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      Granny and I froze as James crossed into the kitchen and introduced himself to the realtor. The two made small talk for a few minutes. Granny and I exchanged nervous glances as they chattered.

      Granny mouthed the words, “Do something.”

      I shrugged. It wasn’t clear what action I should take. As James and the realtor chatted, I pulled out my smart phone and shot a text to Mike. The text contained the address we were at and the word ‘murderer’. Nothing else. Although I hoped Mike would show up to make an arrest quickly, it wouldn’t be quickly enough. Things got dangerous as soon as I got the text sent.

      James stopped talking to the realtor and turned to face me and Granny. “I remember the two of you. You paid me a little visit in my office.” James brushed back his sports jacket to reveal a gun on his hip. “Funny coincidence running into you here. I’m not a betting man, but I’d say the odds were pretty slim for that to happen by chance.”

      I stood tall. “It’s not a coincidence.”

      Granny looked over at me. “Amy…”

      “We know what you did. And we’ve already told the cops.”

      Banks pulled out his gun and pressed it to the realtor’s back. The beautiful woman gasped and turned immediately ghost-white.

      “That better be a lie,” Banks snarled.

      “Maybe it’s a bluff, maybe it’s not.”

      The realtor let out a nervous laugh. “I’m sorry. What’s going on here?”

      Granny stared at James Banks. “Tell her, Banks. Tell her what you did to Dr. Bakersfield and Nurse Wendy.”

      James looked away and an incredulous smile passed across his lips. “Those two did that to themselves. Neither one of them had to die.”

      “Yet they did,” I said. “They died, and not of natural causes.”

      “OK, still confused here,” said the realtor.

      James ignored her. “The two of them worked off their debt to me. Took care of another… problem I had. Could have lived the rest of their lives free and clear. I owed them that.”

      A static current crept over my scalp, like someone breaking an egg on my head. I realized with horror how Wendy and the doctor had paid off their debt to Banks. I realized how Steve’s death was connected to gambling after all.  “You had Bakersfield and Wendy kill Steve Sacramento on the operating table.”

      “I had to send a message to the community. Steve owed me a lotta money, and he and his wife weren’t gonna be able to pay the piper. My other customers had to know… You don’t steal from James Banks and live to tell the tale.”

      “And if you pay up your debts by killing on his behalf, you don’t live to tell the tale either,” said Granny. “Tell me, James. Does anyone get to live in your little universe?”

      The realtor swallowed. “I’d like to live.”

      James pressed the gun into her back. “Shut up.”

      “Wendy grew a conscience, didn’t she?” I said. “Franklin and Bakersfield killed for you, then the nurse felt guilty. Maybe the doctor did, too. They told you they were going to confess. Tell the cops everything.”

      “They didn’t need to tell me. I knew it from the way they carried themselves. From the way their hands trembled when we spoke. From the fake little smiles on their lips when I told them their debts were forgiven.”

      I spotted a knife block on the kitchen counter. Slowly, I edged toward it, not taking my eyes off James Banks. “But there’s one thing I don’t understand,” I said, inching further still. “Wendy photographed you with Martha Sacramento. If she wasn’t extorting you to keep you from bidding on her dream home, then what did she use the photos for?”

      “Wendy tried to use the photos of me and Martha to keep me from killing her.”

      “Why would a photo of you with Martha Sacramento have any power?” Granny asked, scratching her head. “The photos don’t prove anything.”

      James looked away. “I know what you’re thinking, that the affair was a lie. But I loved Martha. Things had been hard with my wife… Martha was there for me. She was there for me long before any of this happened with Steve or the others. Wendy threatened to show the photos to my wife, hoping that the threat of mutually assured destruction would make me spare Wendy’s life. That was when I knew the nurse needed to die.”

      The realtor pulled at her stiff, white collar. “OK. I’m just a realtor. This is all a bit much for me. If I could maybe slip out the back door, I promise I won’t tell anyone about anything I’ve heard today.”

      My phone buzzed. I knew it must’ve been a reply from Mike. But I wasn’t sure we had any time remaining. I needed to act.

      In one quick burst, I grabbed the entire knife block and threw it at Banks. “Catch.” Throwing random, heavy objects at oncoming predators was another survival skill I’d learned from my dad. Smile at fear, right?

      James’s eyes were locked on the knife block for a split second as it travelled toward him in midair. I wasn’t sure if my throw would connect, so I took advantage of Banks’ distracted moment. I lowered my shoulder and tackled Banks into the screen door that led from the kitchen out onto the back deck.

      The gun went off when I made contact with Banks. I didn’t feel any pain or hear any screams, so I thought I was OK. Then…

      Crash. Banks and I fell out of the screen door and onto the porch. The dilapidated wooden deck gave way beneath us, and an instant later I found myself grappling with Banks in the crawl space below the deck. He was bigger than me, but I had more fight. My dad had given me that. Granny had given that to my dad and he to me.

      I screamed like a banshee as I kicked, punched, and scraped. Finally, Banks dragged himself out of the crawl space on his elbows and climbed to his feet. That’s when I heard two of the most beautiful words in the English language. “Stop! Police!”

      By the time I dragged myself out of the crawl space, Banks was cuffed and shouting obscenities. Mike was leading him out toward the cop car parked in the front of the house.

      Quickly, I remembered the gunshot. “Granny!” I turned toward the house. Granny and the realtor were standing at the back door, drenched. “Are you two OK? The gun…”

      “Bullet hit the pipes. There’s water everywhere.”

      The realtor swiped water from her eyes. “If you two have genuine interest in this home, I’m sure I can negotiate a discount based on the new damage.”
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      The next night, Granny and I hosted a party at Creature Comforts to celebrate another mystery solved. We let everyone in town know that if they brought their pet to the party, they would receive their next grooming free. I selfishly devised the plan because parties with animals are often more fun than parties with people. I also thought the party would be a great way to promote Creature Comforts. And as it turned out, I was right on both counts.

      The party was well-attended by both familiar and unfamiliar faces, and almost everyone came with an adorable pet in tow.

      My sister Megan walked over with her Pomeranian, Mr. Buttons. Dirk arrived with his trim Jack Russell Terrier in his sidecar. Don’t worry, the doggie rode in a special dog seat Dirk had custom made just for the small pup. The dog even had a helmet and ‘doggles’.

      We also welcomed quite a few familiar faces from our investigation. Craig Franklin entered about halfway through the party, wearing his movie theater uniform. I approached him with my kindest smile. “Craig. So glad you could make it. I owe you an apology.”

      “Not at all. I owe you a hug.” Craig wrapped me up in his arms. “You got Wendy justice. That’s more than I ever did for her.”

      I stepped back from the hug. “I doubt that’s true. I’m sure you did a lot for her.”

      “She was going to divorce me, you know.”

      A chuckle escaped my lips. “I did know, as a matter of fact.”

      “You know everything,” Craig said. “How do you do it?”

      “Long story. We got snacks in the back, so help yourself. I’m getting famous for my Puppy Punch. It’s just fruit punch with rum, but don’t tell anyone.”

      As Craig made his way over to the punch table, I stood back to appreciate all the revelers in my little shop. Eleanor was there, gabbing about her bagels and her love for the Amish. Jess from the Big Baby helped herself to a big cup of punch. Mary, the therapist, was there with her Wheaten Terrier. I gave her a little wave, but then avoided eye contact, not ready yet to start professionally discussing my problems. Slot Machine Lady had even attended the party at Granny’s request, and the two of them were chatting poker strategy in the dog food aisle.

      Betsy approached and clapped me on the shoulder. “You and that Petunia are special people. I’ll be sure to thank you in my Oscar acceptance speech.”

      “Already done with the screenplay?” I said.

      Betsy nodded. “Just about. It’s gripping, it’s adventurous, and it’s only ninety-eight pages, which is a perfect length. No one wants to sit through a bunch of nonsense in the theater these days. If you don’t grab them in the first ten pages, you lose them in the second ten, that’s what they say. I grab people on page one of this sucker I don’t let go until fade out.”

      I laughed. “Looking forward to the premiere.”

      Another hand clapped me on my opposite shoulder. It was Betsy’s kind-of-sort-of boyfriend, Adam. “Our girl is going to be a star, Amy. I just hope she doesn’t forget us.”

      Betsy and Adam leaned right in front of me and kissed. It was a strange, passionate kiss, and I was standing too close to it. I shielded my eyes and stepped away. “Gross, gross. I don’t need to be so close to the smooching.”

      The two of them kept kissing, and I stepped onto the sidewalk for a much-needed breath of fresh air. As luck would have it Detective Mike Fine and Officer Carmichael were on the approach.

      “You stepping out on your own party?” said Mike.

      “Betsy and Adam were kissing right next to me. I needed a break.” I squatted down and greeted Officer Carmichael, slipping him a dog treat from my pocket. “Good boy. And you’re smelling good, too.”

      “How do I smell?” said Mike.

      I stood, got close and smelled his neck. Weird move, but when you spend all day around dogs sometimes you forget how to be a human. The guy smelled like a combination of Old Spice and sweet summer sweat. I looked into his eyes. “I don’t mind it.”

      “Gross. Stop sniffing me.”

      I stood back with my hands on my hips. “You told me to.”

      “I didn’t think you’d actually do it, Amy. Goodness. This is a place of business. Seduce me on your own time.”

      “Oh, so now I’m seducing you?”

      Mike shrugged. “Maybe you’re trying to recapture the adrenaline from the big chase the other night. You were pretty incredible hunting down that vandal with me. Just saying.”

      I wiped a little bead of sweat from under my eye. “You were decent too. You weren’t so bad with that murderer, either.”

      Mike leaned against the building, and I leaned beside him. Standing there with a cute guy looking out over Toluca Lake, I felt seventeen again. But in a good way.

      “The vandal is the one who prank called you, by the way. Got him to confess.”

      I chuckled. “I mean, I pretty much figured that one out on my own. But good job, Detective.”

      Mike turned to face me. “You beat me to every punch, Amy Stewart.”

      “But I still need you for your handcuffs.”

      Mike’s arm grazed mine. He took a step closer to me. I was suddenly so aware of our proximity to one another. I let my arm press against his so there was just a little more contact. Our hands touched. Our pinkies curled around one another. There was that smell. Old Spice and sweet sweat.

      Our faces were just inches away. Mike leaned closer. Inches became centimeters. “I think I may kiss you now,” he said.

      “Don’t think. Do.”

      We kissed. It was slow and warm, like the air. I wrapped my arms around his back, and he wrapped his around my shoulders. Then the door to Creature Comforts swung open and Granny stepped onto the sidewalk. “Kid.”

      I separated from Mike and looked at Granny like, “Are you kidding me?”

      “We’re out of Puppy Punch. You got more rum in your purse?”

      “I have supplies in the back.”

      Granny disappeared back into Creature Comforts. I looked up at Mike. “Good job on this investigation, Officer Handsome. But no more kissing until we go on a proper date.”

      Mike smiled. “Call you later.”
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      Granny often told me she’s too old to make new friends. She’d been saying it my whole life, since she was much younger, so I figured her reluctance to bond with other people might have more to do with her misanthropic nature than anything else. As a kid, I never understood where Granny was coming from. Every kid wants friends, because if you have friends, that means you’re normal.

      I did not have a lot of friends. At least not human ones.

      But I was friends with animals. Animals don’t think it’s weird if you want to read at a party. Many of them prefer it that way. Nor do animals think it’s weird if you are seventeen years old and you’re the same height you were when you were twelve. I’m not sure pets register the height of humans very much at all, unless someone is very, very tall. To a lot of animals, tall equals scary.

      In my college years, Granny’s words rang in my ears loud and clear, if a little gruff. Although I was surrounded by so many people similar to myself, I developed a bad habit of writing off entire groups of people for silly reasons. I told myself I would like ‘party girls’, because girls like that don’t sit in the corner and read at parties they… party. Over the course of those four years, I began to think of myself as kind of an outsider, a lone wolf, someone who liked people well enough, but didn’t need any more friends. I found myself thinking a lot like Granny.

      That kind of thinking worked for some people. Worked for Granny. But it didn’t work for me. At my core, I’m an extrovert. Bubbly, optimistic, and very, very chatty. Turns out, I loved making new friends. Yes, a lot of them were animals. But plenty of them were human, too. Some of them even liked to party… including me.

      Why am I talking about new friends so much? Because that night when I got home from the party I kind of made one.

      I got back to my place around nine o’clock to find a guy around my age walking a tabby cat on a leash. The guy had curly hair. He was wearing a nice plaid button-down and shoes I can only describe as typical man loafers. He had a big, silver watch and a shiny smile to match.

      “You’re walking a cat on a leash,” I said, stating the obvious.

      The guy nodded. “Yeah. Queen Elizabeth has been getting fussy inside the house. She’s seemed pretty interested in your place, actually. So I devised a plan to bring her safely into the real world.” The guy reached out to shake my hand. “I’m Jacob. Pretty sure we’re neighbors.”

      Jacob and I shook hands. His palms were soft, but his grip was strong. Was it just me or did the handshake linger for a few seconds? I’ll tell you one thing… During those few seconds when my hand was touching Jacob’s, Detective Mike Fine was not on the top of my mind. Look, I’m not saying this new guy was the love of my life but he was nice. He had a cat on a leash. I liked it.

      “To be honest, I think your cat and my cat should meet,” said Jacob, putting one hand in his pocket. “You gotta Persian, right?”

      “That’s right. Fluffy. Talk about royalty, that guy is a king if there’s ever been one. He was probably a king in every single one of his past lives, if he’s used any up already.”

      Jacob smiled and cocked his head. “Don’t you always wonder that? I wish I knew which life Queen Elizabeth was on. It would be comforting to know if she’s only on life one or two. But I wouldn’t sleep as easy at night if she was on life nine already. And I like being an easy sleeper.”

      “So why do you think they should meet?” I said.

      “Well, I see Fluffy out in your yard all the time. And he always seems to be looking for Queen Elizabeth. In a weird way. Cats like other cats sometimes. Not all the time, I know. Been there, trust me. But… Yeah.”

      “I think maybe you’re confused. Fluffy is an inside cat. He doesn’t go out in the yard.”

      Jacob pointed to my front window. “That him?”

      I nodded.

      “Amy, I hate to be the one to tell you this, but Fluffy has been going out into the yard. All the time. Seems to like it out there. Also, is he friends with a mouse?”

      I scratched my head. “Not that I know of. Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure. He just sits and stares at the window into my living room. So do you think they can meet for just a minute?”

      I reached for my door, opened it, and gestured for Jacob and Queen Elizabeth to enter. “After you, Your Highness.”

      Jacob chuckled. “She says thank you very much.”

      As soon as we entered, Fluffy ran and hid under the couch. I squatted down and snapped a few times. Fluffy took a careful step out into the living room.

      “Let me take this leash off the queen,” said Jacob. “Things may be easier that way.”

      Jacob removed the leash, and Queen Elizabeth took a step toward Fluffy. Fluffy took a step toward Queen Elizabeth in turn. Jacob and I stood there, transfixed, as the cats slowly began to circle one another right there in my living room.

      I couldn’t help but giggle. “I groom animals, so I’ve seen a lot of strange behavior, but this might take the cake,” I whispered.

      “Yeah this is crazy,” Jacob whispered back. “I’m afraid to talk too loud. I don’t want to ruin this.”

      Fluffy put a paw out and lowered his head. Queen Elizabeth put her face right next to his and then they rubbed their faces together. I swear to all things puppy, both cats purred. And I’m talking full throttle, no holds barred purring. It was like ‘Gentlemen, start your engines!’, that loud.

      Jacob let out a big, silly laugh. It was sharp and gregarious. “I knew they wanted to be friends. Wow. This is so cool. Queen Elizabeth is usually so stuck up. That’s how she got the name.”

      I smiled to myself. “And Fluffy is typically so misanthropic. Or… Whatever a misanthrope for cats is.”

      Jacob looked over at me, a twinkle in his eye. “Friendships form in funny places. That’s what my mom  always said. And my sister. They both love people and cats.”

      “They sound like great ladies,” I said, still watching Fluffy and Queen Elizabeth purr and nuzzle. Suddenly the guy gave me a gentle touch on the elbow. “Hey, I actually have kind of a personal question for you.”

      “OK. What’s up?” I turned away from the cats to face Jacob. His face had gone white, and his eyebrows were knitted together.

      “I heard you and your Granny solve murders around here.”

      “Word travels fast. You’ve heard right.”

      Jacob scratched at his cheek. “Yeah… Do the two of you take cold cases? My aunt disappeared a few years back. Detective Rotund, do you know him?”

      “He didn’t solve the case?”

      Jacob’s smile warmed me, even at that tense moment. “He didn’t solve the case. But if you and your Granny investigate unsolved mysteries… I’ve always thought there was something fishy about my aunt’s disappearance…”

      I looked down at Fluffy and Queen Elizabeth, and then back up to Jacob. His eyes were big and wide, pleading even. The guy needed my help, and I didn’t feel I had any choice. I took a deep breath and then let it out.

      “We’ll do it. Tell me everything you know.”
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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Thank you for joining Amy and Granny on this adventure.

      

        

      
        My husband Matt and I had fun co-authoring this story and we can’t wait to get up to even more hijinx in Toluca Lake.

      

        

      
        The next book in this series is book four, “A Tail of Two Killers,” and it contains the most excitement Amy and Granny have seen yet…

      

        

      
        I think you’ll love this story because everyone loves cozies with animals, humor and heart!

      

        

      
        Click HERE to grab your copy.

      

        

      
        Best,

        Chelsea

      

        

      
        P.S. Prefer paperbacks? No problem! Search “A Tail of Two Killers” on Amazon to grab book four as a paperback today.
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