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Chapter One











“Ella, you are a miracle worker!” Denise VonHaughton took the tiny vial in her hands and hugged it before making it disappear into her pocket. “Now go over the instructions with me again, please. I want to get this exactly right.”



I smiled at the willowy Denise. “It’s calming oil, not a souffl recipe. Relax. Put five drops in a hot bath and soak yourself. Then get dressed and go out there and get the guy.”



“Oh, okay, okay.” Denise fluttered her hands a bit. “I am
 so
 nervous. I want to ask David out. He’s the tall dark, mysterious banker down on 3
 rd
 . Yvonne’s been after him for weeks but I’m a ninny when it comes to talking to men. I panic. This time I am going in prepared. Don’t suppose you have something to make him fall madly in love with me? Hm?”



“Denise,” I said with a laugh, and gave her arm a light touch in an attempt to calm her. “Be yourself! You’re charming enough to snag any businessman. Oh, and put some lavender in your pocket.” I walked Denise to the door.



“Girard,” I called.



Girard was my parents’ majordomo. He handled absolutely everything in the house, including baking me cookies (well, the cook did the cooking, but cookies were Girard’s domain).



“Miss VonHaughton is ready to leave. Can you get her coat?”



The tiny Englishman nodded.



“See you soon Denise?”



“Oh, I will text you the minute I know anything, the second, even. Cheryl told me what happened after you gave her that mint concoction. Promotion, raise, date with the hot secretary, and she found that kitten in that new vegetarian place. She couldn’t be happier, and now I’m next!”



Girard returned and I waved Denise out. I was ready for a break, but the door just popped right back open.



“Did you forget something, Denise?” I asked.



“What?” An extremely coiffed Mother entered, arms full of shopping. Her blue eyes were wild. “Oh, never mind. Close all the doors and windows, darling! Girard, douse the lights. Maybe they’ll go away.”



What?



“Maybe
 who
 will go away?”



“Oh, no one darling, nothing to worry about. Why don’t you just go back to your potions and things or whatever else it is that you do since lawyer-ing was beyond you?” Mother twitched the curtains closed as the lights went out. “Really, darling, do go upstairs. I’ll handle this.”



“Handle what, Mother?”



“Nothing!”



The doorbell rang.



Mother jumped, flapping her hands in the air. “Shoo shoo, upstairs!”



“Is this about my birthday?” I asked hopefully. “I know last year we had the big party because I was turning twenty-one, but really I was just thinking that for my twenty-second I could just go for drinks with my friends. Skip the gold flakes and top shelf vodka. Maybe order a pizza.”



“No! Your birthdays are all precious diamonds to me, my darling. Even if those are the only diamonds you have at the moment.” She tapped her ring finger.



Sigh. Only engagement rings counted, in her eyes.



“But yes, this is about plans. Go upstairs now.”



“Shall I answer the door, madam?”



“No, you shan’t,” Mother snapped.



The doorbell rang several times more, and then the knocking began.



Mother jumped higher. “Maybe we could build a barricade?” She looked frantically around. But before she could start building, the door burst open.



“We’re here!” Petite, with dark hair cut in a 60’s bob, the first woman practically fell over an enormous steamer trunk. Behind her stood a stately older woman in a black silk dress holding two cats in her arms and a blonde with feathered bangs and a bright smile.



“Who’s here?” I asked. This was shaping up into a pretty interesting day.



“Why, your Aunts, of course,” answered the stately woman. Her cats meowed. “Don’t tell me that Jeanie didn’t tell you we were coming? Oh well, isn’t that so like her.”



“Why are you here?”



“Oh,” the 60’s bob aunt said. “We’re here for your birthday, of course.”



I tilted my head, feeling rather like a confused dog. “And you are...?”



Three sets of eyes turned hotly toward Mother.



“You mean to tell me,” began the stately woman, “that you really, truly have no idea who we are?”



“No,” I said. “I'm sorry.”



“I'm not,” grumbled Mother, crossing her arms.



“We are your great sunts,” the 60's bob said with a big smile. “I'm Aunt Sarah. This blonde here is Auntie Joe and this is your Aunt Hazel. We've come for your birthday.”



It was an odd feeling standing there with the Aunts watching me and Mother radiating silent but apoplectic annoyance. To break the tension I plastered on my best hostess smile, clapped my hands together and said, “Great! I'll make us a reservation for dinner.”



Mother rolled her eyes but gave in to the urge to be a gracious host. “Girard, please take the ladies’ trunks up to the blue, white, and violet rooms. Ladies, tea?”



“Oh yes, please,” said Auntie Joe. “Make sure there are some saucers of milk for those cats, won't you dear?”



The cats chose that moment to pop loose and start exploring.



“Oh, Livvie, no!” Auntie Joe cried, as the smoky gray cat immediately climbed into my Fiddle Leaf Fig and started relieving herself. The black cat was more dignified and licked a large, baseball sized paw and smoothed his fur. “Sorry Jeanie! They've been cooped up for hours.”



Mother gritted her teeth. “Follow me into the library, please.”



Thus began the most uncomfortable and fun half hour I’d ever had. My great aunts were obviously insane. They drank all the tea while talking about distant relations with funny noses and terrible teeth. Mother visibly cringed. Finally she just threw her hands up in the air and quit the room.



Auntie Joe followed her to the door and closed it, effectively locking Mother out. “I thought she would never leave,” she said and wiped a hand across her brow dramatically.



“Better hurry up, Hazel,” Sarah hissed. “Before boring old normal Jeanie comes back.”



Hazel nodded, rolled up her sleeves, and clasped her hands tightly. “Ella, we are here because of your twenty-second birthday, but it's more than that. We've been tracking you down for the last few years. Your mother has done her level best to keep your wacky aunts away. But we're just one step ahead of her.”



I crossed my arms. “My mother is a wonderful woman.”



Aunt Sarah touched me arm gently. “Oh, of course she is, darling, she's just untalented. That can be hard on a girl in our family.”



Livvie the cat pawed my foot and meowed. I took a deep breath and uncrossed my arms.



“Yes, I'm sure,” Hazel said to the cat. She looked me in the eye and said, “she wants to know if you'll be able to understand cats soon.”



I raised an eyebrow. “The cat said that?”



“Yes, of course.”



Well, then.



“This is crazy, you know,” I muttered. Talking cats? Loony aunts? Should I follow my mom out of the room and call the police? “Cats can't talk.”



They laughed. Aunt Sarah actually guffawed. Even the cat appeared to be laughing at me.



“Well, of course they can!” Aunt Sarah shook her head at me. “You just need your mind opened. Good with aromatherapy, aren't you?”



I nodded hesitantly, not seeing the connection.



She continued. “As in, really almost
 magically
 good with aromatherapy? As in, you give them something for healing and they run a marathon? Or end up meeting their perfect mate or pet?”



“I just mix essential oils...” I stammered. “Well, once I mixed up some massage oil and the woman found herself with a new and exciting man. Oh, and the last client ended up with a cat.”



Example after example flashed through my mind. Come to think of it, my aromatherapy chops were pretty amazing sometimes.



“I think I cured a friend's depression once. Is that possible with peppermint oil?”



“Not just with peppermint oil.” Auntie Joe said with a wink.



“Maybe with a tiny kiss of magic,” Aunt Sarah said.



These girls were crazy
 , a voice in the back of my mind said. But a tinier voice whispered,
 but what if they're right?
 But they couldn’t be right.



Could they?



Aunt Sarah grabbed my hands. “Okay, let’s try some magic.”



She picked up one of the candles in the drawing room and it lit, seemingly on its own. She winked her left eye and the candle went out. When she winked her right it lit up again.



“Wow,” I breathed.



“Oh, it’s just a little trick, the winking is for show. Making fire is complicated but snuffing it out is easy. Come on, try.”



She held the lit candle out to me. I took it and the fire danced for me.



“What do I do?”



“Oh, you reach out with your mind and imagine yourself blowing out the candle. Give it a try,” Aunt Sarah said.



“Oh, do try,” Auntie Joe said, almost clapping.



“No pressure,” I muttered.



I stared at the fire and imagined myself blowing it out like a birthday candle. Nothing happened. I tried again, straining. I imagined myself in a party dress and imagined the candle was on top of a birthday cake and mentally blew it out. All the while, the flame still danced. Frustrated, I handed the candle back to Aunt Sarah.



“I can’t do it. Not sure why I would think I could,” I said brazenly, but inside I felt a bit defeated.



Aunt Hazel searched through one of her cardigan’s pockets and pulled out a large black seed. She held her hand out to me. “Do you know how to make this grow?”



“Sure, you soak it overnight in water and then you plant it in potting soil...” I trailed off as the three Aunts gave me very droll stares.



“No sweetie,” Auntie Joe said. “With magic. She wants to know if you know how to grow it with magic.”



“Of course I don’t,” I said sharply. “That’s silly.” My pride might have still been stinging from the candle failure. I tried not to cross my arms and pout.



“Touch the seed and will it to grow,” Hazel said, extending her palm, the fat black seed staring at me accusingly.



“No,” I whispered.



I don’t know why but I was suddenly afraid. Aunt Hazel took my shaky hand into her cool and steady one, and dropped the seed into it.



“Close your eyes.”



I tried to protest and she shook my hand firmly. I closed one eye and glared balefully at her with the other.



“Now, send a little wisp of energy into the seed and ask it nicely if it wouldn’t mind growing up a bit for us.”



I felt stupid, but I obeyed. I closed my other eye. I thought hard about how insane this was, and then for fun I thought
 how ’bout you grow for me, little seed?
 I felt weak for a second like I had just jumped up and down.



“Oh,” Aunt Sarah whispered.



My hand tickled. I opened my eyes and saw a tiny seedling in my hand. It was still growing. Soon it put out leaves and it got heavier in my hand until a few buds appeared and it bloomed into russet flowers with black hearts. I then did what any sane person would do. I yelped and dropped it.



“That is not possible,” I said, pointing a shaky finger toward the plant that Auntie Joe had caught an inch from the glossy oak floor. “How did that happen?”



“You did it, dear,” Aunt Sarah said with a wink. She turned to the others. “I knew she could do it! She has the gift, and you both owe me dinner.”



“No one doubted that you had powers, dear,” Hazel countered, glaring at Sarah. “We just weren't sure how much access you would have to your abilities living in this house, going stagnant. You should have been training for years.”



“I don't believe in magic,” I whispered to no one in particular.



“That's a shame,” Auntie Joe said with a laugh, “Because all your Aunties are witches and so are quite a few of your cousins.”



“Cousins?”



Mother had never mentioned cousins
 . I had cousins
 . It was an odd feeling, having all this family just turn up in one shot. Three aunts were more than enough for my mind to digest at the moment, thank you very much.



Hazel waved a hand. “Never mind about those layabouts. We're talking about you. Now stretch out your hands.”



I did, feeling stupid. Then I got dizzy and nearly wobbled to the floor.



“Grab her,” Aunt Hazel said sternly. “She's going to be weak. That was a lot of magic for a young witch. We need to get her fed up.”



“I made a reservation at DiMarco’s,” I told Aunt Hazel. “Girard will bring the car around and we can go.”



In the foyer I called for Girard. He appeared, as dapper as ever, but his eyes kept flicking not-so-subtly to my brand new aunts, as if he didn’t trust them.



“Where’s Mother?”



“Mrs. Sweeting has gone to Mrs. Vanessa Stewart’s for a game of bridge. She said that you had quite enough to occupy you for the moment.” He frowned at the Aunts. “Also, Mr. Sweeting has called to let you know he will be home well after midnight and to not hold dinner.”



“Thank you, Girard. We’ve made a reservation anyway for DiMarco’s. Can you bring the car around?”



“Certainly,” he said.



In minutes my three aunts and I were seated near the windows at DiMarco’s and being shown the wine list. The tiny Italian restaurant was super exclusive, so I usually knew who everyone there was. Auntie Joe was ooh-ing over the quaint round tables with their white tablecloths and sterling silver forks.



“So there’s magic,” I said casually, as the waiter left to get the wine. “This is really bizarre.”



“Yes, of course there is magic!” Auntie Joe announced, and was quickly shushed by her sisters. “Lucky thing we got here in time, too.”



“In time?” I asked, thinking I might get both the ravioli and the gnocchi, I was that starved.



“Oh, yes,” Aunt Hazel said. “If we hadn’t gotten here when we did you might never have been able to access your magic. You would have been normal, like your mother.” She looked nearly mournful.



I closed my mouth, unsure of what to say. The waiter returned and took our orders. “How does it work?”



“Oh, many people in our family line are magical,” Aunt Sarah told her. “It’s been going on for generations. Thing is, if you don’t access your magic by your twenty-second birthday you sort of…can’t. No one really knows why. So that’s why we’ve all popped up.”



“Just in time,” Auntie Joe said with a giggle. “No thanks to Jeanie.”



Before I could ask about that, Aunt Hazel chimed in. “So, now we need to train you to use your abilities. We need to teach you the basics at least, so you don’t do any magic accidentally. Think how embarrassing that would be! And that leads me to ask if you mind having three daft old witches hanging around you. Or should we rent a place nearby?”



“No! No, of course not, the house is enormous! Of course I want you to stay.” I felt warm all over. Who wouldn’t want three magical aunts living in their house?



Oh, maybe Mother wouldn’t.



Hmm, I would just have to talk to her around to my way of thinking.



When the food arrived I was almost too eager to be polite. But I cut the food into reasonable bites and did not just inhale it. The Aunts did the same, making happy noises over their garlic bread and pasta dishes.



I looked around at the other diners, and spotted Vanessa’s son Max in the crowd. His long hair was greasy and pulled back into what he probably thought was a sophisticated European style. Max had always been fond of European clothes and watches and women. Two or three girls were near him wearing tiny dresses.



I lost him in the crowd while we ate. But a few times I looked up and saw him staring at me. Ugh, he just dripped, he was so greasy. I put my fork down in disgust. He winked. I rolled my eyes and turned to listen to something Aunt Hazel was saying when I realized I didn’t see his twin in the crowd. That was weird. They were usually connected at the hip.



The restaurant was filling fast and soon everyone was touching elbows. I turned back to the Aunts but couldn’t help notice Max head for the bathroom with a guy who looked twice as sleazy as him in a slick sharkskin suit and pink dress shirt open to his navel. Double ugh.



Aunt Hazel tapped her ice tea glass to get our attention. “Ella is on the cusp of her twenty-second birthday. As a full-grown woman your powers will grow every year now until you hit your magical peak around sixty or so. So, welcome. May your powers be as great as our matriarch Elina’s. May a cat find you soon, and may you cast only the most helpful of spells.”



The Aunts clapped. I felt heat in my cheeks. This was turning into a very eventful birthday.



When the bill arrived, Aunt Sarah stood up. She took her big bag with her as she raced off to the ‘little witches’ room.’ Auntie Joe was having trouble with the bill.



I turned to face her. “It’s simple, I’m paying. You’re my guests.”



“Oh, no, you are not! It’s your birthday!” The bill twitched away from my outstretched fingers.



“I insist,” I insisted.



“Don’t argue with your Aunts,” Aunt Hazel cautioned.



I raised my hands in surrender. “Fine, you win!”



I shifted my gaze to the restrooms just in time to see Aunt Sarah, who’d been hurrying towards us, crash into someone headed in the opposite direction. Aunt Sarah’s bag fell to the ground. I started to get up to help her but she was already back up and heading for the table.



“Clumsy me,” she said with a laugh. “Hopefully neither one of us is concussed.”



“Who did you hit?”



“A lovely young woman who was incredibly understanding. She even helped me gather everything back up into my bag. Well, are we ready?”



“Yes,” I said, and we headed back out to the car.







I was exhausted when we got home, and headed to my room just as the clock struck midnight. Mother came in as I was removing a shoe. I dropped it. “How was it at Vanessa's?”



“Same as ever. She cheated at cards and I think she took my phone. We'll just have to go over in the morning and get it, darling. She might have taken my bracelet, too. That old thief! Never take your eyes off her, dear! It's probably on the bureau in her bedroom by now. That woman!” Mother shook her fist but the tension drained out of her. “So, you've done it. You've met your aunts. I suppose they tried to fill you with that magic nonsense?”



I opened my mouth, but Mother was still talking. “Your grandmother, may she rest in peace, was always going on about the magic in our world. So much so that when I didn't buy into her delusions she became very angry with me. I would hope you were practical enough to not fall in with such rubbish.”



I touched her arm. “I could never be very angry with you, Mother.”



She surprised me with a tight hug. “Happy Birthday, darling,” she breathed into my hair. I held on a few seconds, feeling the love down to my bones. She pulled back and knocked a stray lock of hair out of my eyes. “You look just like me.”



“No,” I told her. “You have always been way more beautiful than me.”



She laughed. “Flatterer. You get that sweet talk from your father. I've ordered you a cake and I suppose the party will be family only. Can't have anyone running into those three lunatics. I hope you don't mind, darling,” Mother said pouting a bit. I didn't mind, but she sure did.



“Why don't you like them?”



“They're wonderful old women, darling, but they will fill your head so full of nonsense you won't be able to see straight and then I'll never get you married off, will I? You'll become a Bohemian like them. Old maids, all three of them. No one should have to be alone. What would I do without your father?”



“Mother, sometimes you are so old-fashioned,” I said with a wink.



She huffed. “Yes, I am. Well, here.” She dropped a small box into my hands. “Happy birthday. This was my mother's.”



I held the tiny box reverently. With shaking fingers I pulled the bow and the wrapping melted away from the black jewelry box. Nestled inside was an emerald bracelet. “Oh,” I gasped. “Oh, it’s beautiful!”



Mother hugged me and put it on my wrist. “I always had trouble with the clasp.” She struggled for a second and it locked into place. “Hopefully it will bring you good luck.”



She kissed my forehead. “Remember what's important dear: Money, social standing, and a good marriage.”



I mouthed the words with her; I knew that line by heart.



“Goodnight my darling,” she said, and left me alone.



I climbed into bed, exhausted and confused. My head was spinning with all sorts of new ideas and possibilities. I touched the bracelet, trying to remember what my grandmother had looked like. Was she tall like Aunt Hazel? Blonde like Mother?



I fell asleep with the feeling her eyes had been just like mine.











Chapter Two







“It's not waking up,” whispered a voice near my ear.



“Don't call it an 'it,’ that's rude,” a second voice said. “It's a she. Hit it in the face again. That should do it.”



“Oy, wake up.”



Something light and leathery tapped my nose and then my cheek. I opened one eye and screeched. The cats leapt off the bed and disappeared under the bed. One whispered, “You hit her too hard and broke her! What are we going to tell Sarah?”



“Cats,” I breathed. My voice sounded crusty. “Talking cats?”



“It's starting to make sense again,” came a voice from under the bed. “Get it to give us breakfast.”



The door opened and Auntie Joe's blue eyes appeared. “Livvie, Trouble,” she called.



I pointed under the bed. Trouble came out sheepishly, Livvie right behind her. “We only wanted food. She’s the owner of the house, is she not? I claim hospitality rights!”



“So last night wasn't a dream,” I whispered.



“Of course not, dear. If it had been you would most likely be insane. Cats don't talk in your old world.” Auntie Joe said with a laugh. “I heard you screech. Better response than mine I'm afraid. I tossed old Mr. Whiskers up in the air. He only wanted a cuddle, poor dear. Bit shocking, though.”



“I'm a witch,” I said aloud, rather unconvincingly.



“Yes, dear.” Auntie Joe sat down on the edge of my bed. “A twenty-two year old witch. Happy Birthday! We've made you breakfast. It made poor Girard's eyes pop, but we've sent him off to get us more syrup. We should have a few minutes before he comes back.” She turned to the cats. “If you had waited in the kitchen I would have fed you when the pancakes were done.”



They stuck their tails in the air and quit the room without a backward glance. Auntie Joe glared at them.



“Cats,” she said, with a shake of her head. She took my hand and led me out of the room, rather determinedly. I just managed to grab my robe on the way.







In the kitchen Mother and Father were already at the table. Father was tucking into a mountain of bacon. Mother looked green.



“Good morning,” I called.



“Happy birthday, darling!” Father came over and gave me a sticky hug. He smelled like ham and eggs and lots of syrup. “Wonderful morning, isn't it? Lovely breakfast spread. Your aunts were just telling me a very silly story about talking cats. Nonsense, of course, but wonderful. Sleep well?”



“Yes,” I said, watching him slip back to his place with a muffin in one hand and a plate of bacon in the other.



Mother smiled and waved me next to her. “He's trying to have a heart attack this week,” she stage-whispered.



“Better this week than next, I say!” Father saluted with a piece of bacon. He winked at her and she couldn't help but smile back. My parents were very much enamored of each other, mostly because my father was smart enough to let Mother do what she wanted with little interference.



The cats squabbled over bacon under the table and I did my best to ignore them. There was enough going on without giving in to the very real panic I felt at having talking cats just wandering around my home. It made the ‘witch’ thing feel real, very odd and oh, so real.



“Is that French toast?” I asked. putting on my happy mask.



Aunt Sarah took my plate and held it next to the platter. Slices of French toast shot onto it, so fast I couldn’t really make out her hands moving. I gulped.
 Were
 they moving? A sinking feeling in my stomach whispered that this was probably more magic, and Aunt Sarah’s wily wink seemed to corroborate that.



“So, today we are going to get to know you and take you birthday shopping and teach you some
 things
 .” She winked again when she said “things,” and it didn’t take much guessing to figure out what she meant. A little shivery thrill ran up and down my spine. Did I want to learn a few things?



“No, you will not,” Mother interrupted. “We are going over to Vanessa’s to get my bracelet and my phone and to tell her she can’t be rich and a kleptomaniac. People will talk. Mind you, with how her husband carries on she would need a distracting hobby. But never the less, it cannot and will not be purloining my possessions. So eat up.”



“Speaking of the missing,” Auntie Joe asked Aunt Hazel, “did you find your athame?”



Aunt Hazel frowned. “No. I haven’t. Could I have given it to you, Sarah?”



Aunt Sarah wrinkled her eyebrows. “Maybe… yes, I think you did. I’ll check my bag later for you, dear.”



Aunt Hazel nodded and turned to Mother. “Jeanie dear, it’s the girl’s birthday. Haven’t you kept her from us long enough? Can’t you just call Vanessa and have her send your things back?”



Mother pointed a fork at Aunt Hazel. “Oh no. That woman would never admit to having my bracelet. I am going to have to catch her with it to get it back. Roger gave it to me. It’s just full of beautiful chocolate diamonds and I simply must have it back.”



I didn’t argue. I was grateful for the breather. There was so much I needed to wrap my head around.



Vanessa Stewart was cranky, whip thin, with platinum blond hair and a manicure like a cat. Honestly, I was certain she had stolen my tennis bracelet, too, when we lunched at her house last week. It wouldn’t be hard to help my mother get her bracelet back, and maybe see if mine was also lying around. It had been my favorite, a gift from Father for my fourteenth birthday. If I didn’t see it I was going to mention it to Leanne, their maid. She was pretty friendly. Maybe a little too friendly, if the rumors about her and George Stewart were true.



“Hurry up,” Mother encouraged. “I’ve booked us manis and pedis for the afternoon, so we need to shakedown Vanessa soon. I need my phone for it. I do hate talking to the people doing my nails.”



Auntie Joe’s eyes were wide. Aunt Sarah rolled her eyes and winked at me.



“Well,” said Aunt Hazel, “we will go with you. No reason something two people can do wouldn’t be better served with a crowd of witches.”



“Oh, I love it,” Father said with a laugh. “I think I will go to work before the fireworks start. Ladies, thank you very much for the breakfast. Will you be staying for dinner?”



“No,” said Mother.



“Yes,” said the Aunts.



Father snorted, hugged me, and slipped a present into my pocket. “Happy Birthday, darling,” he said softly.



He kissed Mother and gave her shoulder a gentle shake, “Be nice.” She melted a little, twinkling just for him.



“See you all tonight, ladies. We’re having Italian, I hear.
 Arrivederci
 !”



Mother had had enough of waiting. “Let’s go,” she said. “If you’re that hungry, we can get brunch when we’re done.”



Trouble leapt up onto the table and started helping himself to the eggs. Livvie followed. Auntie Joe tried to shoo them, but they ignored her with a thick air of disdain. At least they weren’t talking.



I let Mother drag me outside and the Aunts followed. Vanessa’s house was practically next door. She and Mother played cards almost every night.



Our house was large with several bedrooms, a tennis court and swimming pool. In the back our gardens actually connected to the side of Vanessa’s property.



But we weren’t going to the back now. With the Aunts here with us, Mother was concerned about appearances, of course. So we went the long way, down the block and to the front. The walk was a bit chilly in the morning air but we quickly arrived at Vanessa’s. The large oak door was open slightly. Mother knocked lightly before just barging right into the foyer.



Leanne was cleaning the living room and looked up when we came in, startled. Mother pounced. “Where is Vanessa?”



“She hasn’t come down yet this morning,” Leanne answered. She had a bucket in one hand and gestured upstairs with a yellow sponge. “One moment and I will see if she is awake.”



“No, that is fine Leanne. I will go and wake her myself,” Mother said, and started up the large marble staircase.



I shrugged, mouthed ‘
 sorry’
 to Leanne, and followed.



“Wait, you can’t just go upstairs!” Leanne dropped her bucket and followed us up the stairs.



Mother increased her pace. I did too, and the Aunts stood in the foyer confused. Leanne grabbed at Mother’s arm. Mother shook her off.



“Please! This is most unusual! I can get her. Please, this is crazy.”



“Leanne, that woman has taken my last bracelet!” Mother got to the landing and confidently turned left. “Now, you know how she is with other people’s jewelry…”



“I don’t know what you are talking about,” Leanne said, averting her eyes.



“She has Mother’s phone, too,” I added. “Probably a mistake…”



“A black phone in a diamond-studded case? No, it’s not upstairs. I found it this morning at the card table. I put it in the foyer. Please! Will you stop? She’ll kill me for letting people just wander through her home.”



“
 Please
 , Leanne,” Mother said, her voice dripping in sarcasm.



She strode towards Vanessa’s bedroom. The door was open a tiny crack. “Put your dressing gown on, Vanessa! You’ve got company,” she called out as she flung the door open wide.



I put a hand over my eyes. Mother could be so trying!



Leanne screamed. I whipped my hand away in time to see my mother cover her mouth. She turned milk pale and crumpled against the doorjamb.



“What’s wrong?” I asked.



A wave of cologne hit me in the face. There was another scent under it, something I had only smelled once before, when Father insisted on “showing me the ropes” around the butcher’s shop (I can only explain it as a moment of son-lust).



I pushed past Mother and yelped. A body in a silk chamois dressing gown was sprawled across the floor. Her platinum hair blended in, almost vanishing into the plush white carpet. But her chest was shocking! A large knife with an emerald-studded pommel stuck awkwardly out of Vanessa. The scent of the cologne choked me. It was jasmine and lily and patchouli and blood.



“Oh Vanessa!” Could she really be —



“Is she dead?” Mother’s voice was weak.



I raced to Vanessa’s side and touched her throat. The skin was cold. I pressed into it, leaving my fingers there for what felt like an eternity, but there was nothing, no reassuring blood pulsing through her veins. I looked at Mother and nodded.



Her eyes widened. “Oh my,” she whispered.



The Aunts piled into the hallway, Aunt Hazel at the front, eyes snapping. “What happened?”



“Stay in the hall,” I commanded. “Vanessa’s dead.”



Leanne let out another blood curdling scream.



Aunt Hazel shook her. “Go call the police, stupid girl!”



I looked around the room, anything to get my eyes off of the body. The bed was neat. Mother’s bracelet was sitting on the bureau. The window was open and the curtains were blowing inward. The rest of the room was neat and open. There was a jumble of diamond necklaces hanging out of an open drawer as if someone has been rummaging. A robbery? But no — why would the jewels still be here?



Like it had magnetic pull, my eyes snapped back to Vanessa. She was in her night things. Her eyes were open and empty. She didn’t even have her slippers on. One of her hands had something white in it. A small piece of paper. I could just about make it out as an IOU. The nightgown was soaked in cologne and the smell was turning my stomach.



The aunts were staring around the room from the hall. They whispered fiercely to one another. Auntie Joe was holding onto Mother. Leanne didn’t come back but George did. He got to the doorframe and just stared, eyes wide. A hysterical laugh escaped him. He quickly covered his mouth and looked away.



“Get away from the body, please,” a voice said with authority. I saw a small brunette with short hair dressed in a smart gray suit. “Officers, escort this woman away from my scene.” Two uniformed police officers entered the bedroom wearing booties on their feet and carrying evidence bags. “Miss-?” she asked.



“Ella, Ella Sweeting.”



“I’m Detective Rosa Garza. You want to tell me what you’re doing in the middle of my crime scene, touching the body and leaving your DNA all over the place?” Her brown eyes weren’t angry, just calculating.



I stammered, “W-we came to get my mother’s phone and her bracelet. I just wanted to see if she was alive.”



“These men are going to take you downstairs and get your statement. Did you contaminate anything other than the body?”



“What?” I asked. This was all happening rather fast.



“Did you touch anything in the room other than checking to see if the victim was still alive?”



“Oh, no I didn’t. I just touched her throat to get a pulse,” I said as the officers took me by my elbows and led me out of the room. I got two steps before they lifted me up and removed my shoes. I looked back to see the bloody footprints behind me, and felt sick. “Oh,” I said again.



We were all ushered downstairs and into the kitchen. I hugged my mother. I hugged myself. I slowly came to the realization that I was in shock. Vanessa was dead — no, Vanessa had been
 murdered
 . Someone I knew had been murdered.



“This is bad,” Aunt Hazel whispered.



“What’s worse than finding a body?” Aunt Sarah asked.



“Did you notice what the murder weapon was,” Aunt Hazel asked.



“No,” Aunt Sarah said. “Why should I? I was taken aback. I haven’t seen a murder victim in I don’t know ages. It’s not an everyday thing for me.”



“It was a knife,” I answered. “It had a large emerald on it. Silver blade and leather wrapped pommel.” As I described the knife all the color drained from Aunt Sarah’s face.



“Oh, we are in trouble aren’t we?” she breathed.



Mother sat down heavily at the kitchen counter. “The old girl could have kept my bracelet,” she said, and promptly burst into tears. Auntie Joe’s eyes filled, as did my own.



Detective Rosa Garza entered the kitchen. She was holding a small black notebook. She tucked it under one arm so she could remove her rubber gloves. She sat down at the table and pulled a pen out of a breast pocket. “The boys have called the coroner. Is there any family I should be contacting?”



“George is here somewhere,” Mother said. The detective raised a well manicured eyebrow. “Her husband…George Stewart. He saw her body and he wandered off. And the twins. She has twins — a boy and a girl. Someone will have to call the twins.”



Detective Garza called out, “Lewis, get the numbers from the maid. She has kids. James, go search upstairs. The husband might be in the house. Find him.” She turned back to us. “Want to tell me what you were all doing here this morning?”



Mother told the detective about the card game and her missing bracelet. “When I arrived the front door was open, so we just came in. I thought she was sleeping. I was going to get the jump on her so she couldn’t hide my bracelet. I never thought we would find her — that we would find her like that. Leanne called you while my daughter checked Vanessa for a pulse.”



I nodded. “She was ice cold. She must have been dead for hours.”



“We’ll let
 me
 figure that one out, okay? And you are sure you touched nothing but the throat of the victim? Not maybe the diamonds in her drawer? Searching for your bracelet?”



“No. I entered the room, knelt down next to Vanessa and check her pulse. She was dead. I stayed crouched next to her until you arrived.” I answered. I sounded mechanical. Shock? Right. I’d already realized I was in shock. I looked around the room and saw a lot of other shocked faces. Only Detective Garza was calm and collected. She must see bodies every day. She was that calm.



“Well, this is what we’re going to do. All of you are going to come downtown and make your statements. Then we’ll start eliminating you one by one.”



That sounded a little scary.



“
 Eliminating
 us?” Mother asked.



“As murder suspects,” Garza answered. “Oh, you are all murder suspects as of right now. You might want to call your respective lawyers. But I advise you that it is in your best interests to cooperate. I am bound and determined to find the murderer. That is my job, after all, and I am very good at my job.”



Happy Birthday to me, I thought.











Chapter Three







I needed air. I escaped the kitchen to stand outside on Vanessa’s perfectly manicured lawn. The mail truck was rumbling up. “Rory,” I muttered. I raced down to the curb, threading in between all the cop cars and flashing lights until I reached the beat up mail truck.



Rory stepped down with a package in his hands.



“Rory,” I called, stopping him. My heart fluttered a bit. Mother hated that I talked to the mailman, but Rory and I had gone to grade school together before his father had lost most of his money on risky investments.



“Hi,” he said, his face brightening at the sight of me, even though he looked pretty concerned. My heart fluttered a little harder. “Why are the police at Vanessa’s? Have I done something?”



“No,” I frowned at him. “Why would you think it was you?”



“Most people think I’m bad luck around here. You know, used to be rich, now mailman. It’s everybody’s worst nightmare, Ella. What’s going on?”



I checked to see where everyone was. I touched his arm. It was well muscled and warm. “It’s Vanessa.”



“She’s okay, isn’t she?”



“No, she’s dead.”



Rory dropped the package. Something in it cracked.



“Oh, oh no!” He grabbed the box off the ground as the same scent I’d smelled near Vanessa leaked out through the cardboard. “Vanessa’s the only one who tips me at Christmas. It’s a good tip, too. Dang it. How?”



“I don’t think I can tell you that,” I told him.



“Why?”



“I’m a suspect.” Rory blanched.



I touched his arm again. “That came out wrong. I found the body.”



“No,” he said. “That doesn’t make it any better at all. Do you need a lawyer? My cousin just passed the bar.”



“I haven’t thought that far ahead. Who ordered the package?”



“Oh, I can’t tell you that,” he said frowning, “But I can tip the box up so you can see the label.”



“Will you?”



“Well,” Rory hesitated. “Only if I can come by later and you tell me everything.”



“Everything?” Oh, I just had to know who that box was going to. It might be important. “Yes. Come by tonight for dinner.”



He tilted the package up. It was Vanessa’s husband George’s package. He tilted it back quickly as Detective Garza came out of the house. She waved him forward. Rory’s brown eyes were panicked. As he walked towards her he called over his shoulder, “Happy Birthday, Ella.”



I felt my cheeks grow hot.
 Rory knew my birthday
 . That was something.



Aunt Sarah appeared at my elbow. “Who is that?”



“Rory Smith,” I answered.



“He’s a handsome one,” she told me. “I love brown hair, especially when it’s shaggy and curls a bit. Is he your boyfriend?”



“No,” I said, not sure how to describe him. “No, he’s my mailman.”



“Oh, I see,” Aunt Sarah said, as if she really did. “Your mother has called a lawyer. The detective said we could go home and change. They’re going to need your clothes for evidence.” She put her arm around me and we started walking. “That poor woman! Who would do such a thing?”



“According to the police, it’s one of us,” Aunt Hazel said, as she came out of the house with Auntie Joe and Mother.



“Please, my lawyer will clear us in no time,” Mother said waving her hand. We watched as the maid was put gently into the back of a squad car. “I better get a lawyer for Leanne as well.”



“Why?” I asked, surprised.



“You know the rumors about her and George,” she whispered. “Everyone in town has heard about their little tte--tte. Poor girl might not have the wits to stay quiet about it.”



George came out of the house next. He was on his cell phone. In a booming voice he said, “Well seems like the old girl is dead. Would you believe someone murdered her? Oh, of course they think it’s me. Yes, call the kids. They’ll want to talk to all of us.” He waved at Mother and gave her a saucy wink.



She shuddered and glared at him. “I bet he did it, the letch,” she whispered.



“I wonder,” I muttered, thinking about that cologne.







We walked back to our house, a somber group. But that was mostly because the detective sent a patrolwoman with us. She was going to take my clothes and bag them for evidence.



I used the time to turn the scene over in my head. It was shocking, really. Vanessa Stewart had been a pretty crazy neighbor, but she was pretty friendly and also one of Mother's oldest friends. I had played in her house with Max and Maureen when I was a child. I had just seen Max last night. Was he plotting his Mother's murder by the bathroom? And the cologne was George Stewart's. It was probably his regular brand if he was having it shipped to him. Maybe Rory could tell me how often packages for George arrived. Could be a coincidence, though. Liking cologne that happened to be at a crime scene in your house wasn't concrete evidence. The killer might have just been opportunistic.



I changed, and the patrolwoman left with my favorite sweater. I sighed. Luckily I had found the present Father had given me and tossed it onto the bureau. That wasn't going to be evidence. Mother barreled into the room. “Come on,” she said, “we're all going in to give our statements,” and hustled me back downstairs.



The aunts were in a huddle, whispering fiercely. Trouble walked up and sat beside me.



“The knife was Hazel's,” he remarked. I glanced down at him as he licked a paw.



“Oh,” I breathed. “But how did it get there?”



The cat stretched. “I'm sure I don't know.”



That was not good. Not good at all. Now the aunts would have a harder time proving they weren't involved. She got into the middle of the huddle. Aunt Hazel was glaring at everyone. “It's going to have all three of our fingerprints all over it. Tell them it's mine.”



“No,” Aunt Sarah growled. “If we do that, they'll arrest you.”



“If we don’t, they'll arrest us all. Then who will be left to figure out what happened?” Hazel’s eyes flashed. “I'm oldest, what I say goes. Got it? You two will just have to get your thinking caps on and clear me quickly. Ella will help, won't you, girl?”



“Me?” I peeped. “I'm not a detective. How can I do anything?”



“Well, for starters, you can gain a bit of confidence,” Hazel told me, poking me with a long finger. “Secondly, you're clever. You probably noticed all sorts of little things. Just think it through. The girls will help you.”



Mother pulled us apart. “You will do no such thing, Ella Sweeting. The police will handle things. They've been trained in this sort of tawdriness. They'll have George behind bars in no time.”



“We don't even know that it is the husband,” Auntie Joe said wringing her hands.



“Oh, Aunt Joe, it is always the husband,” Mother said. “Don't you watch television?”



“I thought it was always the butler,” I remarked and received a withering stare.



“Honestly,” exclaimed Mother. “You're all worrying yourself over nothing. Hazel will have to get a new, what was it, a letter opener? And I will have to get a new bridge partner. It will sort itself out.” She covered her face. I hugged her. As much as she blustered, Vanessa had been her friend since high school. She gripped me back in a grateful hug before turning away to call for Girard.



I turned it over in my mind. I was never much for mysteries but maybe just maybe I could help. Well, if they needed me to help. Mother was right. They would have this zipped up in no time and then I could get back to my new magical powers. Speaking of magical powers…



“Aunt Hazel,” I asked, “Can’t you do something to help?”



Hazel frowned. “Like what?”



“Can’t the three of you, you know,” I said and mimed waving a wand.



Hazel stared at me blankly. “What, dear?”



I lowered my voice. “Can’t you use your magic to expose the killer? Turn him into a cat or a lizard or something? Compel them to turn themselves in?”



Aunt Sarah shook her head. Her skin had paled. “You know we can’t,” she warned Hazel.



“No, I wasn’t suggesting we do,” Aunt Hazel said, her expression serious.



Frustrated, I crossed my arms. “Why not? What’s the point in having gifts, or magic, or whatever you want to call it, if you’re not going to help people?”



Auntie Joe hugged me. “It doesn’t work that way dear. We can’t use our magic like that. It’s dangerous.”



“What? Why?”



“The only way we could find the killer is to use blood magic, and that does things to you. Bad things. I won’t allow it,” Aunt Hazel said. “Besides, we have our wits. We can do this the old fashioned way.”



“But-?”



“No,” Hazel cut me off. “I won’t hear another word about it. Good magic is not a convenient short cut. Now I suggest we all head over to the police station.”



I subsided, thoughtful. The aunts were all of one mind. Maybe I was indeed asking them to do something dangerous. I just didn’t know enough about magic yet. I just hoped my old-fashioned wits were up to the challenge.







The police station was bustling. I had never been inside one before. Max and Maureen fell on me as soon as we cleared the doors. “Tell us what you saw,” Max said, grabbing at me. “What do you know?” I got hit in the face with the smell of unwashed Max and the cologne from Vanessa's bedroom.



“Leave her alone, Max,” Maureen said. Her eyes were red, as if she'd been crying. Max just looked the same as ever, but angry. “Sorry, Ella we're just in shock. Father's in there with them now.”



“They think he did it,” Max said.



Maureen pushed at him. “Don't be stupid, Max.”



“I'm not, that's why I brought our lawyer,” Max retorted. “Plus I have people moving things around for me.”



“No one cares about your indiscretions,” Maureen muttered.



“Well, they certainly care about Father's,” Max retorted, as Leanne entered with her son.



The maid was weeping openly. A thin woman in a pencil skirt approached her. It looked like Olivia Lane, Mother’s back-up lawyer. She was our lawyer’s junior partner. She was tall and willowy with red hair and somber clothes. She shook hands with Leanne and her son. Olivia pulled them aside and they vanished into an adjoining room.



Mother hugged me. “Max, Maureen, I am so sorry about your mother. She was my best friend. She will be missed.” She sniffed.



Maureen rounded on my mother, eyes flashing. “Some friend you were. Mother told us all about you and our father. You were always jealous of what she has…had. You probably did it, you old cow!”



I pushed Mother behind me, feeling a hot flash of anger. I bit it down. Maureen had just lost her mother and was lashing out, but that didn’t mean she could talk to Mother that way. “Calm down, Maureen. My mother wouldn’t hurt a fly, and you know it.”



“Do I?” Maureen shouted. “Do I? Well, the floor is wide open for you now. My father is free. Going to give him a few condolences kisses?”



Mother burst from me and slapped Maureen. “How dare you, you little harridan!”



Detective Garza jumped in between the two of them, while they stared murderously at one another. “This is a police station, not a circus. Keep your tempers or I’ll let you both wait in the cooler. Miss Sweeting, follow me. Mrs. Sweeting, Miss Stewart, you will both kindly sit down and act like proper adults. The officers know what to do if you do not. Have I made myself clear?”



“Oh yes, of course!” My mother snapped. “Ella don’t say anything until our lawyer gets here.”







The detective led me to a small gray room and a spindly metal chair. I perched on it gingerly, afraid it would drop me to the floor. She sat down across from me. A man walked in and placed two coffees in front of us. I hugged the mug. It was hot and burned my fingers a bit, but I was grateful for the warmth.



“This conversation is going to be recorded. You are aware of your rights. You do not have to say a word to me without your lawyer present.” Detective Garza flipped on a recorder. The door popped open and Mr. Langston entered in a black pinstripe suit and leaned against the wall.



“My client is willing to cooperate,” Mr. Langston said. “Now that I am here.”



“Great, Harle,” Detective Garza said. “Glad you arrived just in time. I wouldn’t want to throw the girl in a cell without your winsome presence.”



“If that’s your attitude, detective, this interview might be over,” Mr. Langston advised.



“Relax,” Detective Garza smiled. “I just want to get her statement.”



I went through the story again and then again. On the fourth time through, I felt like I had been full of facts and Detective Garza had wrung every single one out of my slight frame. Mr. Langston had stayed silent the entire time. “I only really saw her long enough to check her pulse and see that she was dead.”



“And you were with your aunts last night,” Detective Garza asked. “All of them?”



“Yes, all of them,” I answered, trying not to sound like a liar and nervous that thinking that might make me sound like a liar. “Until I went to bed around midnight, we were together.”



She shut off the recorder. “Thank you Miss Sweeting. A few things off the record. What do you think of Vanessa’s family? How did they get along?”



“Fine, I guess…I really don’t know. There are a lot of rumors surrounding the Stewarts, but Vanessa was always loving with her children.”



“With those two?” Detective Garza raised an eyebrow in surprise, as if she wasn’t sure how Vanessa’d managed that. “What about the maid? What do you know about her affair with George Stewart, the victim’s husband?”



“Rumors,” I answered, spine stiffening. “I don’t pay attention to rumors.”



“Oh, I understand, but there are a lot of truths hidden in rumors. Both about the one spreading it and the one it’s being spread about.” She made a note in small neat handwriting. “What about your aunts?”



“I’m not sure I understand the question?”



“Are you close with them? Did any of them have a personal relationship with the victim?”



“I, ah,” – oh, this wasn’t great – “I don’t know.”



“You don’t know who your aunts associate with?”



“Well, I just met them last night,” I answered then snapped my jaw shut. I am an idiot.



“Interesting,” Detective Garza made another tiny note. “Thank you, Miss Sweeting.” She stood up and handed me a card. “Contact me if you remember anything else. I won’t bite, I promise.” She offered a bright, white smile.



“Am I not a suspect, then?”



“Not unless you want to confess. No? Go get your other client, Harle. It’s shaping up to a long day. I want to eat the Chinese food I ordered before midnight, hm?”



And just like that I was back in the waiting room. The cop at the desk smiled and waved me over. “Hi Ella,” she said warmly.



“Hi Ruby,” I grinned. “I haven’t seen you since high school! How are you?”



“Great! Well, I would be if we weren’t investigating a murder. This is the first one in years. It really is a quiet little town, isn’t it? I guess it’s a bit exciting. Shame Max is wrapped up in all of this.”



“Because his mother is the victim?”



“Yes, but no, I meant with his issues,” Ruby said.



“He has issues other than being greasy?”



Ruby rolled her eyes. “I think he’s a good looking guy, but I’ve had to pull him in a few times for DUI. I hope Mrs. Stewart’s death doesn’t push him over the edge. I always hoped he’d get clean and sweep me off my feet.”



“You read too many romance novels,” I told her, laughing.



“I know.” She giggled. “It does help the time pass, though. Listen, don’t be a stranger. Here’s my new number.” She handed me a card. I smiled and popped the card into my purse.



Max has a drug problem. Max also wears the same cologne as George. I hugged myself. It was starting to look like someone I knew was a murderer.











Chapter Four







“Well, I’m glad that’s over,” Mother said. “Girard, get the table set for dinner. We’ve wasted the whole day.”



I slipped into the library with the Aunts.



“Mother should be busy for awhile,” I told them. “I think Max, or maybe George did it.” I outlined what I knew about the cologne and Max’s DUIs, as well as everyone in town thinking Leanne had had an affair with George.



“Oh,” Aunt Hazel said, “well done, that’s a good start.”



“Never mind about the murder,” Auntie Joe said. “I heard a certain handsome mailman is coming for dinner. Let’s talk about that.”



Aunt Sarah crossed her arms, glaring.



Auntie Joe frowned. “Was that a secret, dear?”



“Yes,” Aunt Sarah said. “I suppose it doesn’t matter now.”



My face was hot. “Stop, he’s an old friend that’s all.”



“He’s not old, he’s young and handsome,” Aunt Sarah said, beaming. Oh, I wanted to tug her hair. “He was delivering a box to the victim’s house. Maybe he has information.”



“He’s a mailman, not a super spy,” Aunt Hazel said, cutting her off.



I had a thought. “Can we use magic to contact Vanessa’s spirit and just ask her to tell us who the murderer is?”



Hazel blanched. “Oh no dear, most spirits don’t remember their deaths. It’s all very macabre talking to the dead. But speaking of magic, I got you this. I meant to give it to you at some point today. Happy Birthday, Ella.”



I took the present. It was prettily wrapped in white paper with green diamonds. I took the ribbon off carefully and a leather bound journal slid out. “Oh, it is beautiful!” I hugged the soft brown leather book. It had my name burned into the front. The pages were soft as silk.



“It’s customary to write down your thoughts, spells, and daily events, isn’t? I know with computers most people wouldn’t bother…”



“I will, it’s lovely,” I said, hugging the stately woman until her cheeks turned pink-tinged. “I’m so glad the three of you came here!”



“Yes, well,” Mother said from the doorway, “at least someone is. Dinner will be served in a half hour, dears.”



“Oh, admit it Jeanie,” Auntie Joe said, “you missed us a little.”



“Not one jot,” Mother said, closing the library doors. The aunts laughed.



“
 Not one jot
 ,” Aunt Sarah repeated. “Do you know I believe her? I very much think she’s the one who sent us on that wild goose chase to Sussex.”



“Undoubtedly,” Aunt Hazel muttered darkly, “All the more reason to give the girl a good foundation in magic.”



“Yes. To that end,” Aunt Sarah handed me a beat up old leather bound book, “this is my very first journal. It has a lot of the basic spells in it. I want it back, mind. Just thought you could have a nose through and try a few things on your own. Less pressure that way.”



I nodded now, hugging both books. But before I could crack the spells open, the doorbell rang. “Oh, it’s Rory. How do I look?”



“Like you spent all day at a police station,” Aunt Sarah said truthfully.



“I am going to run upstairs and change. Do not scare him off,” I admonished.



The aunts laughed at me, but I zoomed up the steps before Girard could open the door. I ducked into my room and tossed all my clothes onto the floor. I pulled the closet doors open and stared. I had three sundresses and one pair of pants. Was it laundry day? What was Girard thinking, leaving me in a fix like this?



I pulled open some of the drawers in my walk in closet until I found a sleek pair of black pants and a top that hugged me but didn’t show too much. I freshened up my make-up and dabbed one of my personally designed perfumes behind my ears and rubbed it into my inner wrists.



I descended the stairs slowly so I wouldn’t be out of breath. Endurance induced breathlessness, anyway. But when I entered the kitchen, I saw Max sitting at the table. Grrr. What was he doing here?



Helping himself to some of our fine cabernet, that’s what he was doing. Brought up short, I tried to recover by being formal. “Good evening, Max.”



“Ella, you look scrumptious. How come we never dated?” He smiled, almost rakishly, but his heart wasn’t in it.



I looked closer. His eyes were red rimmed. Guilty conscience? Or was I judging him too quickly?



“Probably because you used to shove me in mud puddles,” I told him.



“Oh, was that you?”



Mother entered and smiled. “Hello Max, I’m so glad you took me up on my offer. Where is your sister?”



“She declined,” he said. “It’s been a trying day.”



“Yes of course. That’s why I invited you here. Can’t let you go hungry and I’m not much for sending over a casserole. You’re welcome to some of cook’s excellent services.”



“Very kind of you, Mrs. Sweeting,” Max said. “But I think I’ll stick with the cabernet.”



The doorbell rang. I spun around as Girard escorted Rory into the dining room. He was in an ever so slightly faded but clean pair of dress pants and a lovely soft blue sweater. He smiled when he saw me but it turned into a frown when he noticed Max.



“Oh, it’s the mailman is it?” Max smiled darkly. “Snuck a peek at any good magazines in that tin can of a mail truck?”



“Tampering with the mail is a federal offense,” Rory said stiffly. He turned to me. “Is this a bad time?”



“No, you were invited. Max was, too, but not by me,” I muttered. “Please come sit.” I moved him to the seat on my left as the Aunts came into the room and flopped into random chairs. Aunt Hazel took Father’s spot. He came in from work, saw her and sat down next to her while Mother glared at her darkly from behind a glass of sherry.



“Hello, everyone,” Father said. He nodded to Rory and turned to Max. “Your mother was a wonderful friend. She will be missed. Can I offer you a cigar?”



“No,” Mother growled. “Smoking will help no one.”



Father patted his inner coat pocket and winked at Max, who shook his head.



“No thank you, I don’t smoke cigars. I appreciate your hospitality. Maureen has been inconsolable.”



“It’s weird to see you without her, honestly,” Rory said bluntly.



“We were rather close, weren’t we?”



“Were?”



“My sister is in love with her new man of the week,” Max said with a sigh. “I always fall out of favor during her love affairs. Plus, she has a new hobby.”



“Crochet?” I asked.



“No,” Max laughed. “Can you imagine? No, she’s in love with the ponies.”



“Horse racing?”



“Yes, but not just horse races. Craps, poker and a few other games of chance.” Max said.



“Is she any good at poker? I could get a game together,” Father asked.



Max smirked. “You wouldn’t want her in your game.”



“Why?” I asked.



I leaned in to hear an answer but Girard chose that moment to walk in with the soup. We were each served a small bowl of minestrone to whet our appetites. The table fell silent, and the quiet combined with the tangy scent of tomato and basil set me thinking. What could have happened between Max and Maureen to create a gap between them? What must Rory think of Max being here? Too many thoughts ran around in circles in my head. This certainly was turning into the most eventful birthday. And I’d thought twenty-one had been exciting.



“Oh, Ella,” Rory began. “Cindy told me how you helped her with her skin. She looks fantastic. Glowing really. I heard her say nothing else had helped until you whipped up one of your magic potions.”



I nearly choked on my soup. Rory fell silent, disconcerted.



“Yes, she’s a miracle worker, our Ella,” Auntie Joe said, needling. “A real modern day wizard you might say.”



Aunt Sarah laughed into her soup.



Mother tried to look like she was taking their comments in stride, but I could see from the set of her mouth that she was seething.



Max pushed his bowl away after a few mouthfuls. What was that about, I wondered. I caught his eye. He held my gaze, saying nothing.



“Will you need help making the arrangements, Max,” Father asked. “Vanessa was so dear to Jeanie. We would be happy to lend a hand.”



“Thank you,” Max started to say, but stopped as footsteps approached in the hall.



We all looked up to see George Stewart in the doorway, accompanied by a rather disapproving Girard.



“Hello all,” he slurred. “Hello Jeanie, you’re looking even lovelier than ever.”



Father bristled and gripped his fork tighter.



George turned to his son. “Max, let’s go. We have things to discuss.”



“Celebrating already?” Max’s face was expressionless as he stood.



“This is how I mourn,” George said, pulling a flask from his suit pocket. “Care for a nip, anyone?”



“Oh George, really,” Mother said. She stood as well, genuinely distressed.



“We will be having the wake as soon as the police release… as soon as,” George trailed off. “I’ll be having the wake soon. I expect it will be a lavish affair. It’s what she would have wanted. Max?”



Max stood up and passed by me, his face still unreadable. Rory and Father stood until they left the room. Girard followed them out, then returned with our entres. Rory looked at me and raised an eyebrow. I just shrugged.



“Which one of them do you think did it?” whispered Trouble beneath the table.



“They all smell sweaty to me,” Livvie responded.



Mother put down her fork and pushed her plate away. Father gave her shoulder a squeeze. “Do you think he did it?” she asked, her voice rather shrill.



“George? Please,” Father snorted.



“He tried to kill you once,” Jeanie said.



“Mother?”



“Oh, Ella dear, don’t worry about it,” Father said. “It was years ago. We were both full of love and lust.”



I winced.



Mother slapped his arm and eyed me.



Father laughed. “George used to court your mother, but I stole her away from him. He’s never gotten over her. Would you? Look at my gorgeous wife. My beautiful daughter,” Father beamed at the aunts, “And my lovely extended family! I even have two cats currently. I am a lucky fella.”



“You dated George Stewart?” I prompted, looking at Mother.



“It was when we were young, still in high school. It ended before college. Vanessa and I competed for him. She won him in the end.” Mother wiped at her eyes.



Father seemed a bit agitated. “He’s no prize. What about that time…”



Mother hushed him. Father settled down and started eating his dinner. “Vanessa was a beauty,” he muttered. “She deserved to live to see at least one of those kids get married and have kids of their own. Instead we’re talking about her wake. So sad.”



Dinner conversation turned to other topics. My mind kept rolling over and over the facts, but it was no use, not with Rory sitting beside me. I was dying to ask him about the package and maybe his opinions on the case — once I filled him in. Finally dinner ended and I practically dragged him upstairs to my room.



“Okay, spill,” we said at the same time. “No you first.”



I held up my hand to stop him. “This morning we went to get jewelry back from Vanessa. She was dead in her bedroom. The police interviewed my family and Vanessa’s and Leanne.”



“Do you think she had to tell them,” Rory asked.



“What?”



“Leanne, do you think she had to tell them that Martin is George’s?”



“Who told you that,” I asked, startled.



“Leanne,” Rory said. “We dated for awhile two years ago. She said she and the old man had had a few fun weekends.”



“Did Vanessa know?”



“I don’t know, honestly,” Rory answered. “Leanne never talked about Vanessa. Not even to complain about her. I got the feeling she might have been afraid of her.”



“Why continue to work for her then?” I thought out loud.



“Listen,” Rory said, “you’re not thinking about getting involved are you? Because you shouldn’t. You should let the police do their job.”



I bristled. “It’s not like I can. My aunts and Mother are on the suspect list. I’ve got to clear them.”



“No one would think your mother…”



“Vanessa stole jewelry from Mother all the time and they fought over George when they were younger. Detective Garza isn’t just going to forget that. Theft is a motive.”



“What if the killer comes after you? What if he or she puts two and two together and gets Ella? You think you’ll be safe? I guarantee Vanessa thought she was safe. I can’t let you do it alone. I’m going to help you.”



My stomach flipped.
 He wants to help me. He doesn’t want me to get hurt. Wait! Does he think I’m helpless?
 “I am quite capable of investigating on my own.”



“Oh, I know,” Rory said. “Aromatherapy prepares you for it. They have the crime stopping techniques class in-between the basic uses of tea tree oil and chamomile, right?”



I bit my lip. “I’m not stupid. I can add up the clues. I can ask questions. People are definitely going to be more willing to talk to me than the police.”



“Yes,” Rory answered. “But I can help you do that.”



“With your vast knowledge of zip codes?” I shot back.



“Touch,” he said with a laugh. “Two heads are better than one, right? Please, let me help you.”



“Fine,” I said.



He laughed and hugged himself. We stared at each other in silence for a few minutes. He had the nicest eyes, all large and well-lashed. He seemed to be studying me, too. We started fidgeting.



“Why is this awkward all of a sudden?” I said, then covered my face with my palms. “I can’t believe I said that out loud.”



“I was thinking the same thing, but it’s really easy to work out,” he said.



“Really?”



“We haven’t been alone together since we were in school,” Rory said softly. He coughed and looked around the room. “So show me your potions, and things.”



I gave him a dirty look but his face was open. Was he genuinely interested? I lead him over to the long table. “This is where the magic happens,” I said lamely.



He laughed. “So what is all this?”



“Most of these are essential oils. Everything is all natural. I also make my own powders and tinctures. Mother grows lavender and marjoram so I pick and dry. This year I am going to be growing a few different types of mint as well as some grasses.”



“Wow, and all I do is deliver the mail,” Rory said touching a bundle of drying golden sage.



“About that,” I said, taking his hand off of my herbs and putting it back on his chest. “Do you know if that box you broke today is a regular order of cologne?”



Rory shook his head. “Vanessa gets a lot of packages. Leanne would know. But they get something at least twice a week.”



“From the same shipper?”



“Not sure, I think if I saw some of the labels it might jog my memory. Max gets a lot of envelopes, the padded kind. Maureen gets cards. George gets all sorts and Vanessa gets magazines mostly and bills.” Rory looked down at his chest and I realized my hand was still holding his against his nice warm chest. I let go as if burned. Residual warmth clung to my fingers. I wiggled them.



“I should go,” Rory said. “I’ll call you, partner.”











Chapter Five







I couldn't sleep. I sat up late into the night pouring over Aunt Sarah's diary. It was better than thinking about the murder. The first couple pages had held some steamy stuff about an old beau named Harry. The rest was less steamy but more practical. Half of the herbs in my aromatherapy stash were listed as the basis for most of the simple spells.



I got out of bed and grabbed a handful of ingredients. Into a bowl went some mint leaves and frankincense oil, as per the instructions. Instinctively, I added a few drops of jasmine oil and then the arrowroot. Working from the page, I kept adding ingredients until I’d made a paste that smelled oddly similar to the cologne in Vanessa's room.



I closed my eyes and tried to will it to work. It smoked. A little blue fairy light appeared for a second and then fizzled out.



I glanced at the page and then into the bowl. “Well, that didn't make a gem stone.”



I tossed it into the trash and curled up in bed. Maybe I shouldn't have added some extra ingredients. The scent followed me into my dreams. I saw everything again, except this time Vanessa was standing there annoyed. She didn't do anything except tap her foot impatiently. “What do you want me to do,” I asked, approaching her. She pushed me away from her and I fell to the ground, sending up clouds of the cologne. I was surrounded by it, choking on it.



“Wake up,” a voice purred in my ear. A paw tapped me on the nose. “You're dreaming loudly.”



My eyes popped open. “I have to get back into that room,” I said.



“That's nice,” Livvie said. “Now roll over so I can curl up on the warm spot.”



I did move over but I didn't go back to sleep for a long time. Finally I got out of bed, grabbed my new leather bound diary, and started making notes. If I could put all the pieces together and help Detective Garza find the killer it would help my entire family get out of trouble — plus, maybe Vanessa would go haunt someone else's dreams.



The Aunts were in the library when I came down. I felt like death. Must have looked that way, too. But Aunt Sarah put a coffee in my hands, and Auntie Joe was passing around a plate of tea cakes, and Aunt Hazel sat me down in a fluffy blue armchair by the fireplace. It was too hot to be on in May, but it was still a rather comforting thing to sit near.



“We're trying to figure out how the killer got my blade,” Aunt Hazel filled me in.



“Ok, good,” I said, as the caffeine hit my blood stream and woke up those stagnant brain cells. “What did you figure out?”



“I had it when we were in London,” Aunt Hazel said. “I remember because we had to check the bags to get our ceremonial knives and ingredients through security. The athame was in the bag I checked.”



“Did you have it when we landed in New York?” Auntie Joe asked.



“I told you this already,” Hazel huffed. “I had it. I checked for all our important things at the hotel in Rochester.”



“And after that?” I asked.



“Well, that's when it gets a bit hazy. We rode in quite a few cabs to get to you. I had it on the first trip. But I'm not too sure after that. I think I gave the carry bag with the knives to Sarah.” Hazel pointed to a table where two more knives sat. “We have Joe's and Sarah's.”



“I was sure you gave it to me to hold,” Sarah said. “I was almost positive it was in my purse. So that narrows it down to the coffee shop we stopped in on the way here, the cab we took to both places, and the restaurant we ate in the night before the murder.”



“Okay, well let's have Aunt Hazel call the cab company,” I said. “This isn't nearly enough coffee for me, so let's take a ride out to the coffee shop. Was it in town? If it's far maybe we should just call them too?”



“Oh no,” Sarah said. “It's in town. It’s the one with the candy floss in the windows and the mosaic out front. Lovely little place, and such great coffee. We should go.”



“Yes,” Auntie Joe said. “I want more of that spicy Chai they had, and oh, maybe a few scones.”



“It's settled,” Aunt Hazel said. “I will stay here to make some calls and keep the cats company, as long as you promise to bring me back something.”



We assured her we would and walked out into the foyer. Mother was on the phone.



“That's all right Maureen, I understand. Both our tempers were flaring,” Mother was saying. “Of course we will be at the wake. No, no, of course not... I understand. Well yes, of course I will be cooperating. Why? Yes, oh, all right. Goodbye.”



“Oh, there you are Ella,” Mother said, giving me a hug. Her makeup was perfect, but under it all I could see she was pale. “The wake for Vanessa is tomorrow. Maureen is expecting us to attend.”



My heart fluttered. The wake would be the perfect time to dig a little deeper. “Great,” I told her. “Well not great, but you know what I mean. I liked Vanessa.”



“I know, dear,” Mother said.



“Girard,” I called. He appeared, looking quite rested. I was suddenly jealous of his full night of sleep. “Can you have the car brought around?”



“Where are you going, dear?”



“Coffee Cakes & Tea Dreams,” I answered.



“Bring back some of those scones, will you?” I beamed, glad that she wasn't curious.



The ride to the coffee shop was uneventful, well, except for Auntie Joe accidentally making her purse glow when she sneezed. “Oops, too many 'things' in there I guess.”



Aunt Sarah stared at her pointedly until Joe stopped giggling. I beamed. They were awesome. At least the murder wasn’t really getting in the way of me getting to know my aunts.



When we pulled up into the parking lot, Aunt Sarah clapped her hands. “This is it, I'm sure of it. Good work, Ella. Come on, girls! Let's find out if anyone saw the knife here.”



“And get scones,” Auntie Joe said with conviction.



The smell of fresh brewed coffee and baked goods set my mouth to watering. I almost didn't notice Leanne sitting in the window seat. She was alone. I waved the aunts on and sat down across from her.



“How are you, Leanne?”



She blinked at me, her face cold. “Oh, how do you think I am? I'm probably out of a job.”



“Why wouldn't the family keep you on?” I asked.



“Vanessa died while I was in the house alone, why do you think?”



“Do they think you did it?”



Did
 I
 think she did it? She’d had an affair with George. She might have had a kid with him. But then, why hadn’t she been fired? I would not have kept on a woman who was sleeping with me husband, not without a reason. I added Leanne to my list of people I needed to learn more about.



She tore at her croissant but didn't answer my question. “I've said too much. I need to think of my son. I need a reference. If they see me talking to anyone about them, no one in this town will hire me.”



“How would they even know?”



“Go away Ms. Sweeting, please,” Leanne said.



Oh, no. I wouldn’t get anywhere this way. If I wanted to solve this mystery, I had to be brave and bold.



“Fine,” I said boldly. “If you let me back into the house.”



“What? No, of course not, why would you want to go back there?”



“I just want to see it again,” I hedged. “Let me in or I will loudly announce that I also think Vanessa was a kleptomaniac.”



“She was a what? No,” Leanne stood up, eyes flashing. “I'm tired of rich people bullying me,” she hissed. She tossed the croissant down and left the shop, the bells ringing loudly.



“Wait,” I called. Oh, I pushed too hard! Dang. I hadn’t meant to insult her. Though if she was the murderer, I suppose it wasn’t a bad thing.



Aunt Sarah appeared at my elbow.



“I sure handled that well.”



“Maybe we need to teach you how to persuade someone, not threaten,” she said with a frown.



“I know,” I sighed. “I'll apologize to her later. I was just excited. I need to get back into that bedroom. Something's digging at me. It was rude, wasn't it? What about the you-know-what?”



“Dead end, I'm afraid,” Sarah answered. “No one turned it in. No one picked it up. None of the regular employees saw it lying around. But they all think we're cool.”



I laughed. “Let's at least get some coffee. Then we'll go over to the restaurant.”



An hour later we were back home and none the wiser. No one at the restaurant had seen anything. “I was sure that was going to be it. I dropped my bag in there, remember,” Aunt Sarah said.



“There's no telling if it was in the bag at that point,” Hazel told her. “The cabs were just as disappointing. We'll just have to hope the true killer shows their hand before they arrest one of us.”



On cue, the doorbell rang. We jumped. Girard answered the door while we huddled in the library. When he arrived, he was accompanied by Detective Garza, wearing a light beige suit and gold hoops, with her shoulder-length hair hanging loose in friendly brown waves. Her mouth, however, formed a determined frown.



“Good, you're all here,” she said smiling tightly. “I have a few follow-up questions.”



“Can I get you some tea?”



“Coffee would be better,” she said.



I nodded and waved to Girard.



She turned towards him, adding, “Black, two sugars if you wouldn't mind.”



Girard nodded and vanished.



“So. We ran everyone's rap sheets.”



My aunts all looked elsewhere.



I crossed my arms and stared at them.



Detective Garza sat down in my blue armchair. “Anything you ladies want to tell me?”



“I was a peaceful protestor,” Aunt Sarah ventured. “In the late sixties I fell in with the right crowd and we fought against oppression.”



“Oh I know, you also conked three police officers over the head with flower pots,” Garza added.



“They were only little flower pots,” Aunt Sarah said with a straight face. “I’ve been an upstanding citizen since then.”



“No you haven’t,” Garza said tapping the sheets. “Not only do you have a rap sheet a mile long, Interpol also has a rap sheet on you. In the 1980’s you slapped a German official, in the 1990s you started a bar fight and then just last month you freed fourteen monkeys from a medical facility in Denver, Colorado.”



Aunt Sarah put her hand on her hip. “Detective Garza, I do not believe any of those ‘crimes’ would lead you to believe I am a murderer. I might have an over-developed sense of justice, perhaps, but that is all.”



Garza made a noncommittal sound and turned to Auntie Joe. “Your rap sheet is smaller, though just as colorful.”



“I’m a colorful person,” Auntie Joe said.



“Several protests, a nudist rights rally, and you’ve been arrested for cursing someone?” Detective Garza raised a well-manicured eyebrow. “Really? Witchcraft?”



“Silly, really. Come on, would you believe that? And the nudist rally was in the seventies, we were all naked then,” Auntie Joe said.



“But one of you had the longest rap sheet I have ever seen and not all of them are petty crimes. You want to explain yourself Hazel Smyth?”



“Not especially,” Aunt Hazel said. She sat stiffly, eyeing the detective. “Since when is finding a body a crime, detective?”



“When it isn’t the first time, Mrs. Smyth,” Garza shot back. “You were the one to find your husband’s body too, weren’t you?”



“He had a heart attack,” Hazel said, stricken.



The aunts moved closer to put their hands on her shoulders. I took her hand and glared at Garza. “He was much older than I,” Hazel managed.



“I’m going to need to fingerprint you,” Detective Garza said.



“Who, Aunt Hazel?” I stood up, angry.



“All of you.”



I crossed my arms. “I’ll have our lawyer deal with that. Let me walk you out.”



The detective didn’t argue. I lead her outside. She stopped and leaned against one of the columns on our porch.



“Your aunts are quite the bastions of womanhood. Most of their crimes were civil disobedience and justice-minded.”



“Does that mean you don’t think they’re murders?”



“Oh no,” Detective Garza said. “Being justice-minded doesn’t eliminate them. A lot of people take things too far. And you can never rule out passion.”



“But my aunts just got here,” I protested. “They didn’t even know Vanessa, much less have reasons to kill her.”



“You sure about that? Listen Ms. Sweeting, I am going to get to the bottom of this. If one of your aunts did this they’re going down for it. If you did it, you are going down for it.”



“You think
 I’m
 a suspect?”



“Everyone is a suspect until alibis and evidence clear them,” Detective Garza said. “Heck, if I didn’t know where I was that night I would consider myself a suspect. Advise your aunts to get fingerprinted. That should clear them if they weren’t involved.”



She walked down to her car. I stood on the porch even after she was gone. After a while Rory’s mail truck, came down the street, picking up speed a bit as it approached our house. I beamed and started to walk towards the curb, but stopped when and he hopped out and I saw the stormy expression on his face.



“What the blazes were you thinking?”



“What?” My heart cringed.



“Leanne told me how you threatened her. What possessed you?” He jammed his hands into his pockets, probably to keep from shaking me. I felt a twinge of guilt, but he wasn’t going to see it.



“I need to search that room,” I said. “I saw an opportunity and I went for it.”



“Yeah, well it was stupid. Because I went to her to ask for the same thing and since you had to act like a spoiled rich girl she said no.” He glared.



Well I glared right back, pride prickling. “Is that what you think of me? I’m just a spoiled rich girl?”



“Shoe fits,” Rory growled. “She would have let us in. All you had to do was ask nicely. But no, it’s all demands from Miss Sweeting. I dated her, remember? We had a connection that I could have used to get us in. But not now. Now she’s angry.”



“Darn it,” I said biting my lip. “I’ll talk to her.”



“No,” he told me. “I will. You’ll only set her off again. Here’s your mail by the way.” He shoved a few letters into my hands and left. I called after him, but he ignored me.











Chapter Six







I walked back inside, flipping through the mail. It was just some thank you notes from my clients and a few letters and bills for Mother, which I dropped into the mail bin on the vestibule table. Girard would look through them for her and get rid of anything Mother didn’t need to see. That’s why I normally got the mail. I liked to see everything, the good, the bad and the credit card bill. Mother preferred bills to be out of sight and paid automatically.



My aunts were whispering fiercely when I returned.



I sat down and faced them. “I need to get into Vanessa’s bedroom. I need to smell that cologne again and I need to see if the police missed anything.”



“What are we going to do about that nosy detective?” Aunt Hazel asked.



“First thing we’re going to do is not sound like murderers in a kids’ cartoon,” I said with a laugh. “Next I will go to the police station and get my fingerprints on file. I never touched the knife. Maybe while I’m there I can learn something.”



Aunt Sarah nodded and sighed. “Who do you think it is?”



“I don’t know yet. Something is bothering me about the cologne.” I bit my finger, trying to make the thoughts come to the surface faster. “It smelled the same in the room as the box Rory dropped… That leads me to believe its George’s regular cologne.”



“Or Max’s,” Auntie Joe added.



“Well, I know who it’s not. It’s not any of you and it is not Mother or Father. And it’s not me. That leaves George, Max, Leanne, and Maureen on my suspect list,” I said with a sigh. “But of course, it could have been a stranger who broke in for her jewels. Or someone else whose jewelry she nicked who was high and tired of it. We really don’t know enough yet.”



The Aunts murmured in agreement.



I pulled the card out of my wallet with the detective’s number on it. “Well, the only way I am going to learn anything is by having a good nose around Vanessa’s room and that’s not going to happen until Rory can calm Leanne down. What are you guys going to do about your fingerprints?”



“We’re going to get the lawyer to stall,” Aunt Sarah said. “If not, we’ll have to see if there’s a spell to change them, I suppose.”



“Is that likely,” I asked, feeling hopeful, not to mention excited at the thought of more magic. Interesting magic, too.



“I don’t know,” Aunt Sarah said. “It’s not something I’ve ever had to look into. Changing oneself is a serious thing.” She hugged herself. “I hate that they brought up your husband, Hazel.”



“So do I,” Hazel admitted. “Ralph was a wonderful man but he was not magical, so he just had his natural life. Oh, how I miss his silly cakes!”



The aunts hugged, and I joined.











When I arrived at the police station. Maureen was there. I approached her gingerly.



“Oh relax, I won’t gnaw your arm off,” she said hugging herself.



I smiled. “I’m sorry about Vanessa.”



“Aren’t we all,” Maureen said. “She didn’t have an actual will, you know. Imagine being her age and having her husband and not protecting yourself from him.”



“Are you sure?”



“You’re thinking of that insane prenup Father signed,” Maureen told me. She was normally pale, but now she was practically colorless. Her eyes were black holes burnt into her head. She fluttered her hands around when she talked. “If he divorced her he got nothing. If he left her for another woman she got everything including the clothes off his back. Why he ever signed such a stupid thing…”



“He must have been so in love with her,” I offered.



Maureen laughed raucously. “My father is in love every other weekend. I bet your parents would do anything for you,” she said, staring at me with a lot of heat. “You have no idea what it’s like.”



“You have Max,” I countered. “I would have given anything for a brother.”



“I do have Max,” she agreed.



Before I could ask her about Max the door opened and Maureen was called away. I sat there for another fifteen minutes before I was called inside. I walked, in expecting to see something scary but it was just Ruby with an inkpad and a sheet of paper.



“Hi Ruby,” I said with a laugh. “I didn’t expect you.”



“I know, normally I’m at the counter, but Bobby was taking care of Miss Stewart and I thought, why not handle it, Ruby girl? You went to the police academy too. Anyway, I knew you wouldn’t mind if it was a friendly face,” Ruby winked.



“You’re right,” I said, hugging my elbow. “Does the detective think it’s me?”



“No,” Ruby, said then blinked. “I’m not supposed to tell you that, but no one thinks you did it. Give me your hand.”



“Who do you think did do it?” I asked, holding my hand out. Ruby actually grabbed my hand, pushed it into the ink in a rolling motion and transferred my hand to the paper to make a nice, clean imprint. It was interesting.



“The family has a lot of motives,” Ruby said noncommittally. “The maid also has a lot of motives. They don’t think it’s your mother, either, if that helps.”



“What about my aunts?”



She let go of my hand and handed me a wet napkin to get the ink off. “I don’t know and if I did…”



“You couldn’t tell me. Would you have to kill me?” I raised my eyebrows.



“Maybe,” she giggled. “Listen, Garza is the best. She’ll find the killer. I just hope it isn’t Max. Hey, if it isn’t Max, would you mind whipping me up one of your potions?”



“Ruby!” I winked. She laughed. “Thanks Ruby, you made this almost sort of fun.”



“It’s what I do,” Ruby answered seriously. “I’m the one they send down to calm the people in the hold. I have a whole stand up routine. Are your aunts coming in next?”



“No,” I said. “The older ones are all consulting lawyers.”



“Well, they should do it. It would only clear them and help us narrow the playing field.”



No, it really wouldn’t.







I stood outside blinking in the sunshine when Rory's mail truck came rumbling up. Was he going to yell at me some more? I wasn't exactly in the mood for that right now.



I looked around, hoping for a quick getaway, but my chauffeur was gone. He probably thought I'd need a few more hours.



“She said yes,” he said, leaning out of the left hand side of the truck. “Get in. We have to go now.”



I hopped in the right side and sat down. “Who said yes?” Did he mean Leanne? I felt my heart start to race.



“Leanne,” Rory told me. He started driving and I started bouncing.



“The shocks on this thing are appalling,” I said, grabbing onto the door to steady myself.



Rory only grunted. “Leanne said we could look around while everybody was out. I've already wasted a half hour trying to find you. Girard didn't want to tell me you were at the police station. Finally I just had him give the phone to your Aunt Hazel. She told me you were here getting fingerprinted. I came as fast as this old tank allows but...we might lose our chance soon.” Rory's hair was wild and so were his eyes. I probably looked similar, from the bouncing and wind, let alone the excitement of finally getting back into the bedroom.



It felt an eternity till we arrived at my driveway. Rory parked the mail truck, hopped out, and I did too. He took my hand— to hurry me along? Or for a different reason? — and we raced along the garden to the back of Vanessa's house. His hand was rough and warm and made mine tingle. He let go to knock on the door.



The door popped open and Leanne waved us in, stiffening as she saw me. “Quick,” she whispered. “I don't know how long we've got.”



“Leanne, I'm sorry,” I began.



“Save it. You think you’re the first rich girl to pull rank with me? Well you’re not,” she said, and raced into the foyer, waving us up the steps. “If anyone sees you, I'm telling them you broke in to steal jewelry. So get moving. Five minutes and that's it, okay?”



We nodded, trying to get upstairs as quickly and silently as possible. Vanessa's bedroom door was wide open. The rug had been steam cleaned but I could still smell the cologne.



Rory stepped in gingerly, as if the body were still there. “Where was she?”



I pointed to the spot. “I saw a piece of paper in her hand.”



“Do you remember what it said?” Rory avoided the spot where Vanessa had been. “This window has been clawed or scraped of something.”



“Yeah, it was open when I found her. But the curtains were still inside, not pushed out as if someone jumped. Plus, they would have landed in the roses and we would have seen that. I think the paper was an IOU.” I knelt down in the right spot and inhaled deeply, trying to get a better handle on the cologne. “I'm surprised the shampoo didn't destroy the cologne, but I can still smell it.”



“I can too, it's so strong,” Rory looked through a few bureau drawers. “What are we looking for in here anyway? It's pretty morbid.”



I didn't answer right away. I just inhaled the scent again. I leaned closer to the carpet. He knelt down beside me. “You're not a bloodhound, you know,” he said gently. “We can't track the killer by scent.”



“Maybe we can, but I doubt it would stand up in court. Find anything?”



“This was in the top drawer under some stuff. It's a card for an online supplier. Maybe it's where she orders her perfume? She has several bottles of the stuff. They all look pretty expensive.”



I tried to take the card from him but it slipped between our fingers and floated toward the bed. We scooted after it and ended up half under the bed together.



“This is a weird first date,” he said.



“This isn't a date,” I said with a laugh.



“Would that be so bad? Going on a date with me?” Rory’s warm, coffee-scented breath tickled me. I suddenly became aware of how close he was and how silly we both were, almost hiding under the bed together. But mostly I noticed how good he smelled. There was pine and oranges and musk under that coffee. My heart did a little flip.



“I never thought about it,” I blurted out. My face flooded with heat. Dang. His eyes filled with hurt and he looked away. But I caught sight something at the back of the bed. “Hey, wait a minute, do you see that?”



“Oh, don't mind me. Just a bruised ego over here,” he muttered.



I slid out from under the bed and went to stand beside the headboard. I pulled the bed away from the wall just the slightest bit and a phone dropped to the carpet. “Oh! Oh, look what I found!”



“It's Vanessa's phone,” Rory whispered.



I scooped it up. “And it has a voicemail on it.” I resisted the urge to do a victory hop.



“Are you two done in here?” Leanne called from the doorway. I dropped the phone into my purse and eyed Rory up, daring him to rat me out.



“Yeah, we're done,” he said with a sigh.



“Good, because you've been up here for at least fifteen minutes. You have got to go. Now!” She shooed us down the stairs and back out into the garden. We raced back through the garden to the mail truck.



My eyes must have practically glowed with delight. I hugged the purse to me. I had my first bona fide clue. Rory grabbed for the purse, but I snapped it away from him. He rolled his eyes and threw his hands up in the air.



“Well go on, play it already. I got you in there and I really need to know if we found anything.”



“You're right,” I said, and pulled the phone out. We sat on my porch steps, cuddling as close as possible so we wouldn't miss anything. It was a little distracting being that close to him, but I managed. I hit play.



The robotic voice informed us that we had two new voicemail messages. I turned the volume up. My heart stopped and I felt Rory’s body tense beside me as a gritty man’s voice started to speak. “Mrs. Stewart, we have been extremely patient with you. But enough is enough. Call me back before six p.m. You know the number.”



I hit four to mark it as new and listened to the second message. This time it was a woman’s voice. “Vanessa, you know what this is about. You know what we have to do.”



“Well, that woman there is the winner,” Rory said. “Cripes, she sounds scary. You should give that to the police immediately.”



“I will,” I said. “Eventually. I might want to listen to it a few more times.”



“Ella!” Rory stood up annoyed. “You can’t. This isn’t a game! Vanessa’s dead. The cops need that phone. What if lady-scary-voice is involved?”



“I’m not erasing them,” I protested. “I’m just listening. And I said I would turn it in eventually.”



“Well, don’t call me if they send you to prison,” Rory said. He turned to leave.



“Wait,” I grabbed his arm.



“For what?”



“I…” Like you? Am intrigued by the idea of a date with you, but for some reason am not sure how to handle that? Oh, why did my tongue get tied in important moments like this? “Thanks,” I blurted out.



“Thanks?”



“For getting me into Vanessa’s bedroom…”



“I think I helped,” Rory said.



“You definitely helped,” I said.



“Yes, well what are mailmen for?”



Ouch.



He left, and I stood there hugging myself.



“I don’t think you’re just my mailman,” I said lamely to no one.



Trouble walked out from under a bush. “Well, you handled that marvelously.”



“Thanks a lot,” I said, feeling sour. “I’ll make it up to him.”



“When?” The cat stared at me, tail flicking with interest.



“When this is over,” I told Trouble, “I will ask him out.”



Trouble snorted and disappeared back under the bush.











Chapter Seven







Back inside, Mother was organizing black dresses for everyone. “Oh good, Ella, dear,” she said waving me over. “Here, try this one on.”



I held the black dress against my slim frame. “Mother, this is going to make me look like I am swimming in fabric. I’m going in that cute sequined cocktail dress I bought for Lisa’s—”



“Oh no, you won’t,” she interrupted. “That dress fit your Aunt Sarah perfectly, and she refuses to go near any of the others. Auntie Joe is wearing my onyx-studded wedding outfit. Hazel is impossible. She says she already has a dress but it is from the eighteen hundreds. I swear it has a metal frame hoop under it.”



“Okay… Aunt Sarah can wear cocktail dress, but I’m still not wearing this. It’s huge and totally not my style.”



“But what are you going to wear, then?” Mother’s eyes were wide and she was flapping her hands a bit.



“Um, one of the other thirty some-odd black dresses we own between the two of us?”



“Oh.” Mother exhaled, deflating like a balloon. “Oh, of course. This stress is too much for me.”



“Put some of that grapefruit-jasmine-ylang ylang blend I made for you in the diffuser and have Girard give you a foot massage,” I told her. I gave her a quick peck on the cheek and raced upstairs to my room to get showered.



We had a few hours till the wake, but I could count on Mother to hound me until I was ready. She certainly did not believe in being fashionably late. Punctuality was one of her more annoying qualities, even more so when she was tense. I think that’s why I was always at least five minutes late to everything. It was my quiet and not too impolite revolution.



In the shower I played the scene with Rory under the bed over and over again in my mind.
 I am an idiot
 , I thought. He was never going to ask me out at this rate. He practically had under the bed, and I had been so awkward I basically told him to go away. I didn’t want him to go away. He smelled so good.



After this nasty murder business was over I would just have to ask him out myself. I pictured myself unmasking the murderer, leaping into Rory’s arms, and us racing off to get some outrageously expensive pizza, or maybe get outrageously expensive pizza
 and
 go see a movie. I love movies. So many good excuses to sit close and cuddle.



After the shower I forced myself away from Rory and back to the case at hand. Vanessa was receiving threatening phone calls. Why? Was she a gambler? In trouble with the mafia? Did she steal the wrong someone’s jewelry? I absentmindedly applied make up while I turned the clues over in my mind.



Max and George both wore cologne similar to the cologne dumped over Vanessa, I thought, as I dabbed my wrists with my own. Both were shady.



Max was well known for doing drugs and any girl he could come by. Why Ruby liked him, I had no idea! He gave me the creeps and had recently alienated his sister. Was the murder the final straw? Did Maureen break with him after he murdered Vanessa? We had seen him alone at the restaurant. But that was before the murder. Hmm.



George was also a womanizer. More notorious than his son. And he had laughed when they found the body. Who does that? Did he have Vanessa killed so he could inherit all the money? Or maybe to marry Leanne, and then their son would be legitimized? I frowned. I could definitely peg George for it, but I wasn’t ruling out Maureen or Leanne. I just needed more information. The wake would be the perfect opportunity to get that.



A knock on the door broke my reverie. Aunt Hazel entered wearing something Dickensian. “Ella, your mother is determined to get me into something more modern.”



“Anything would be more modern than that,” I pointed at her dress. “Are you meeting Miss Havisham later?”



Aunt Hazel put her hands on her bustled hips. “Listen here, you young person, this is respectable.”



“Okay,” I conceded. “But you may as well give in. She’s not going to let you out of the house liked that.”



“She is a stubborn one,” Aunt Hazel said. “Trouble said you investigated the murder scene. Did you find anything?”



“So much,” I answered, and showed her the phone. “Vanessa was being threatened. There were two messages on here and I listened to them both.”



“How did you get her phone?”



“Oh, it was under the bed. Stuck between the bed and the wall.”



“And the police missed it?”



“I had to be halfway under the bed to see it. Anyway, she was being threatened by at least two different people — though they could have been working together — and there was an IOU in her hand when I found her.”



“Was she a gambler?” Hazel asked. “Doing drugs? Involved in anything illegal?”



“No idea,” I said. “Let’s find out at the wake. We can ask questions subtly. Someone at the wake has to know something.”



“Yes,” Hazel agreed. “Someone at that wake is the killer.”







We walked over to the Stewart house in our finest black outfits. The lights were on and people were pouring in the front doors. We had Leanne let us in through the kitchen door. “We brought lasagna,” I told Leanne.



“Thanks.” Leanne was dressed in a French maid’s uniform, complete with lacy white apron. Her hair was up and two tiny pink dots on her cheeks betrayed her embarrassment. She took the pan and placed it into a warming oven. I hung back to speak to her.



“I like the new uniform,” I said sympathetically.



“Yeah, me too,” she said matching my tone. “Mr. Stewart thought it would be appropriate for tonight.”



“I bet he did.” She grabbed a tray of drinks. I grabbed a tray of appetizers. She raised an eyebrow at me but shrugged it off. Help was help. Eavesdropping as a waitress was still helping Leanne. I maneuvered my tray over to a few of Vanessa’s bridge partners.



“This is so sad,” Amy McGovern said to Sydney Sheridan. “She was so vivacious.”



Sydney nodded and took a bacon wrapped scallop. “It is sad,” she agreed. “I lost my best brooch here. It disappeared off my coat and I meant to ask her about it.”



I moved farther into the crowd. Detective Garza spotted me and waved me over. She took a scallop. “I didn’t know you moonlighted as a waitress for fancy parties.”



“I may or may not be eavesdropping,” I told her honestly. “I also have something for you.” I handed the tray to another server. He took it, frowning at me as if trying to figure out who I was and why I wasn’t in uniform. “Here, this is Vanessa’s phone. We found it yesterday under the bed.”



Garza lifted one of her perfectly manicured eyebrows. “Were there any messages?”



I nodded.



“And did you listen to these alleged messages?”



I shook my head no.



“Good. If you had listened to them I might have to charge you with obstruction of justice. Not to mention a whole host of other charges if I was feeling cranky.”



I took my tray back as the server passed again. “I was only trying to help my local police in their murder investigation by turning over a piece of evidence that they missed.”



She grinned, showing teeth. “You’ll let me know what you find out tonight.”



It was not a question. I nodded and she took another scallop.



“These are delicious.”



I moved through the crowd of mourners for a few more minutes until my tray emptied. A few more debutantes had mentioned missing jewelry. No one said they were the killer outright. Dang. Although not too surprising.



Leanne’s son was sitting alone on Vanessa’s chaise lounge. He looked like he was about five. I sat down next to him.



“Hi Johnny, I’m Ella.”



“Hi,” he said, looking sulky. “I’m bored and there’s no pizza.”



“I brought a lasagna,” I told him. “I’m sure your mom will let you have some if you ask.”



“Okay.” He looked up at me. “Is my mom going to lose her job?” His eyes were so wide and the exact shade of blue as those of a certain man of the house.



“Why do you think she would lose her job?”



“Miz Stewart said she didn’t trust Mom to not make any more mistakes. I don’t like Miz Stewart.” He slid off the chair and disappeared into the kitchen. Was Leanne bad at her job? Or at keeping family secrets?



Auntie Joe found me then. “Come on, let’s have some snacks.”



“I was trying to get some facts,” I told her.



She nodded, “So is Sarah. She said she would compare notes with you in a bit. But we’re missing our chance to eat fancy foods and pretend we belong here.”



“I do belong here,” I told her with a laugh.



“Oh,” Auntie Joe giggled. “Give us time and we’ll make sure you stick out like a sore thumb at these silly things.”



We wandered into the room where the family had put up a photo of Vanessa. Her eyes followed me. She wanted me to find her killer. I could feel it. I was starting to feel like I had all the clues I needed but I was just being incredibly thick about it.



Mother stood near the portrait, alone, arms wrapped tightly around herself. Father was a few yards off, talking with George and Max.



I went straight to Mother and hugged her. “I’m so sorry about Vanessa.”



“Oh, I’m alright, Ella. No need to hover,” she said, but her smile was pained. I hugged her again. “Don’t make me cry. My mascara will run. Tomorrow at the funeral is soon enough for looking like a mess. I am an ugly crier.”



“She was a good friend,” I told Mother.



“To me she was the best. Oh, we may have quibbled over men here and there, but we spent most of our lives together. I can’t help but feel alone without her.” Mother covered her eyes. “You just never know.”



Detective Garza was there drinking from a glass of water, eying my mother like a hawk. She scribbled something in her notebook. I walked over to her. “Your mother is an elegant lady,” she said.



“Elegant suspect, you mean,” I told her.



“So are you,” the detective said.



“I didn’t kill anyone,” I told her. “I doubt you’re even considering me seriously. Listen a lot of jewelry seems to have gone missing from this house.”



“Is that what everyone is gossiping about?” The detective asked making another note in her book. “Most of the people around me are more interested in the inheritance.”



“Everyone but Leanne’s son, he thinks she’s going to be fired for mistakes,” I added.



“Financial or romantic?”



“No idea.”



“Worth looking into,” Garza remarked. “Oh, Miss Sweeting, incidentally, your aunts are the oddest people. Every time I bring up fingerprints they vanish like terrified rabbits.”



I gulped. “You saw their rap sheets. They’re all anarchists at heart. Fingerprinting seems very establishment to them. Bet you could get them to do it if you hosted the fingerprinting at a nudist event for saving owls,” I managed, hoping that sounded innocent enough.



“Ruby wouldn’t be against it.”



I laughed and covered my mouth. “It’s so inappropriate to be laughing at a wake, detective.”



“Life is full of inappropriate moments,” she said, and left.



“Isn’t it just,” I agreed.



“Isn’t what ‘just’?”



I turned to see Rory. He was clean-shaven and his hair was still a bit damp. He smelled like soap and minty shampoo. “Hi!”



“Hi,” he said, guarded.



“Hi.” Awkward pause. “Oh, I said that already, didn’t I?” I took a deep breath. “Listen Rory, I’m sorry.”



“For?”



A scream came from the foyer, and we raced towards it. Rory took my hand to make sure I stayed beside him. Maureen was lying at the bottom of the steps. Max was at the top looking surprised. “He shoved me,” she yelled.



Max’s face darkened. George came rushing into the room. He helped Maureen to her feet. She clung to him. “Oh, Daddy we were arguing and he pushed me.”



“Max,” George called. Max glowered but didn’t say a word.



“Do you want to press charges?” Detective Garza asked.



Maureen opened her mouth, but George got there first saying, “No, she does not. This is just sibling rivalry. Nothing criminal.”



“He could have killed me,” Maureen began. George shushed her.



“Mr. Stewart, your daughter has the right to pursue—”



“No, no charges,” George barked. “Everyone go back into the drawing room. We will ah, open a few more bottles of champagne.” He pulled Maureen up the stairs after Max.



Rory and I stood there as the room cleared. I started to move, but he held me in place.



“Let’s go up the servants’ steps and see if we can hear anything,” he murmured. I nodded and went with him, my stomach flip-flopping. We sneaked around to the back stairs and climbed up until we heard voices.



“That is quite enough, Max,” George was whispering fiercely. “You two need to solve your differences now, or one of us is ending up in jail for murder.”



“You have to kill someone to go to jail for murder,” Maureen told him.



“They think one of us did it,” George hissed.



“What a coincidence,” Max said. “So do I.”



“Are you confessing?” Maureen asked. There was the sound of someone being shoved.



“Stop it,” George growled. “It doesn’t matter which one of us did it. Your mother is dead. Our focus now is to not go to jail for it. Any of us. You two need to bury the hatchet so the police don’t pin this on one of you.”



“Oh, father,” Max said sweetly. “That sounds almost like you care about us.”



“I love you two idiots,” George told them. “Even with all your issues, you’re my kids. I am going to take care of you.”



“Like you do all of your kids,” Maureen said.



“Shut up,” George slapped her. We cringed at the sound of the contact. “We have a house full of people and you want to air dirty laundry? That detective is going to be everywhere until she finds out who killed your mother.”



“Do you even miss her,” Maureen asked.



“No,” George said. “I don’t miss her at all.”



Rory coughed and the three in the hall became silent. I glared at him, willing him not to cough again. We waited silently, but it seemed like that was the end of the conversation. After a moment of silence, we heard footsteps going in different directions. Rory shrugged, and we crept down the steps one at a time. At the bottom we tried not to race away. Nonchalantly we made ourselves blend back into the party, even taking champagne flutes.



Rory downed his and got a second. “Did you hear that?”



“Yes.” I bit my fingernail, trying to sort all the pieces of the puzzle. But they just wouldn’t all slide into place.



“Well, that settles it for me,” Rory said. “I think that cold bastard did it.”











Chapter Eight







I felt dizzy, and not just from the champagne I was sipping. The scene I’d just overheard replayed itself in my mind, with Rory’s pronouncement of George’s guilt reverberating in my ears.



Truth was, though, that I was leaning towards George Stewart, too. He clearly hated Vanessa, and wasn’t even trying to hide that fact from the police. He was shutting the other two up, not caring about justice, only his family’s safety and status. He seemed to have a lovechild with the maid. He stood to inherit everything. I bit my lip. He was wearing cologne similar to the one on the bedroom floor. But was he actually a killer… or just a jerk?



“Let’s go find Leanne,” I said to Rory.



He downed the rest of his champagne and nodded. “Sure. I want to hear her take on this, too.”



We found her in the kitchen, with tears streaming down her face and my Auntie Joe’s arm around her.



Rory charged forward. “What’s happening? Are you alright, Leanne?”



“No,” Auntie Joe said. “This poor girl is under a lot of pressure right now. She planned this whole affair herself, you know.” Auntie Joe patted Leanne’s back. “Be a good girl. Take this handkerchief and dry your eyes.”



The handkerchief seemed to glow just the slightest bit. I raised my eyebrow as Leanne took it from Auntie Joe.



“You have no idea what it’s been like working here all these years,” Leanne blubbered. She blew her nose. “It’s not just a job. They play games. They make us do things. Things I wouldn’t normally do. But if you don’t, you’ll get the sack. I’m a good person.”



I tried to sound gentle, “Of course you’re a good person. Who thinks you’re not a good person?”



“Everyone,” she said. She stuffed the handkerchief into her purse. “They think I’m a thief and a murderer. What you don’t understand is that I do as I am told. I do whatever it is I am told to do. I’m so scared for my baby.”



“What did you do?”



“She does whatever I tell her to do,” Maureen said, standing in the doorway with blazing eyes. “She’s my maid. Leanne, take another round of drinks to the guests. If someone catches you crying, tell them you miss my mother.”



Leanne left the kitchen, sniffling. Maureen plastered on a smile. “I am so sorry. She’s not a very good maid. I wanted to fire her years ago, but my parents are soft when it comes to people like her.”



“Like what?” Rory bristled.



“Thieves,” Maureen whispered. “She steals. I didn’t want to say anything to anyone. I just wanted to quietly get rid of her. I would even recommend her to a few people to keep up the pretense for her. She has a kid to watch out for, after all.”



Maureen’s phone rang. I glanced at the screen as she hit ignore. Did it say seventeen missed calls? She stuffed it into her purse. “I know a lot of people think Max and I are heartless, and yes, my brother has his appetites, but we are not animals. If you’ll excuse me now, I need to see to the other guests.”



“If I were Leanne, I would have poisoned their soup.” Auntie Joe whispered. I nodded. A scent lingered in the air that tapped on my brain but didn’t resolve itself into a memory. It was nagging. Maybe if I focused on it.



“Wait,” Rory said, “You don’t seriously think Leanne did it, do you?”



“I haven’t ruled her out yet,” I said.



“Well, she didn’t do it,” Rory said.



“We don’t know that,” I argued. “She’s clearly afraid of them. What if she’s the one who stole all the jewelry, not Vanessa? She did seem awfully surprised when I told her Vanessa was a well known kleptomaniac.”



“As if it was news to her,” Auntie Joe said. “I don’t know dear, she seems like a sweet girl in a tough spot.”



“Yeah, but is she?”



“I know her.” Rory looked mad. “It’s not her. It’s George. He has the most to gain. Thinking its Leanne sounds like you just want to pin it on the help. We’re not all lesser beings.”



“Rory, come on I’m not like that! I’m only going where the facts are leading me.”



“What facts? We have hearsay and rumors,” Rory countered.



“We have the cologne, the IOU, and the phone messages,” I pointed out.



“None of which points to Leanne.” Rory was turning red. “You just think she did it because she’s the help and she must be so bitter.”



Ouch. “I’m not some stuck up little rich girl, no matter how much you want to paint me as spoiled. It’s not my fault you guys lost all your money.” The words shot out before I could stop them and I saw the hurt on his face. My stomach flipped. I would have done anything to take them back. “Rory, I’m sorry.”



“No, you’re not,” he said. “That’s what you all think. You think I did something wrong and that’s why I’m poor now.”



“No, I don’t. That’s crazy!”



He glared. “You’re wrong about Leanne.”



“I haven’t even accused her of anything yet. I just didn’t write her off just because she seems pathetic.”



“I’m pathetic?” Leanne said. She must have come back into the kitchen just in time for me to shove my foot straight into my mouth.



“No, I was saying that Rory thought I thought you were pathetic. Which isn’t true. The reason I’m not writing you off as a suspect is that I think you’re a strong candidate, not that I think you’re pathetic.” I clapped a hand over my mouth.



Leanne’s eyes were blazing. “So you don’t think I’m pathetic, but you think I’m a murderer?”



“Yeah, maybe you should try explaining yourself again, Ella,” Rory said.



“I’m going home,” I said. I really didn’t know what else to say.



“Maybe you’d better,” Leanne said.



“But you’re hiding something,” I said pointing a finger at her.



“I do what I’m told,” Leanne said. But I could see the anger melting away a bit. “Whatever I’m told, understand?” she added quietly.



Was she trying to hint something to me?



I looked at her pointedly. “Did someone tell you to kill Vanessa?”



“You’re a terrible detective,” she said with a sigh. “Get out. Show’s over anyway.”



Rory and I glared at each other the entire way back to my house. Auntie Joe wisely stayed silent. When we got to the porch he didn’t say goodnight. He just walked off. I sat down heavily on the step. Auntie Joe sat next to me.



“What did I do?”



“Boys are weird,” Auntie Joe said, putting an arm around me. “But I’m guessing you hurt his pride. He sees himself like Leanne and you think she’s a murderer.”



“That makes no sense,” I said. “I don’t even think Leanne did it. I think one of the family did it.”



Aunt Sarah and Aunt Hazel came up the driveway with Mother and Father. Father was eating a donut. He was the only one who seemed cheerful, but that was Father. The aunts sat on the porch step with us, as Mother and Father continued into the house, blowing goodnight kisses behind them.



“That detective was after me all evening,” Aunt Hazel said with a long suffering sigh. “She needs fingerprints.”



“I was eavesdropping all evening,” Aunt Sarah said, “so when she came near me I made like a potted plant. But I did get a few pieces of juicy gossip. Some woman name Gemma said that her husband bet on the ponies and saw Maureen arguing with Max over money. The guy with Maureen took the money Max was going to gamble right out of his hands.”



“Max is a degenerate,” I muttered, thinking of how he used to bully me as a kid. “That guy was probably doing him a favor.”



“Also that Maureen’s boyfriend broke up with her when Max punched him in the nose,” Sarah said. “That was when I was hiding behind the punch bowl. Somebody else said that’s the third boyfriend Maureen’s had in as many months.”



“Don’t tell me this,” I said, putting my face in my hands. “I don’t need to hear about more suspects. You’re thinking it could be one of these boyfriends?”



“It’s entirely possible,” said Aunt Hazel. “We had a case just like that about a hundred years back. Bertram Kinkaid, remember, girls?”



The aunts began murmuring. I was so wrung up, I didn’t even have any energy to be curious at that point.



“I bet you Max did it to get more money for gambling,” I said.



“What?” Aunt Sarah stared at me.



“Yes, it makes sense. Listen,” I said standing up. “Max wears the same cologne as his dad. I smelled them both tonight and they both smell similar to the cologne found all over Vanessa and in the box Rory broke.”



Aunt Hazel nodded. “I’m with you so far.”



“Max does a lot of bad things. He was probably buying drugs in the restaurant when we saw him. That’s why he was hanging around the bathroom, either doing drugs or buying them.”



“Okay,” Auntie Joe drawled.



“He sees Sarah drop the bag and scoops up the knife in the confusion,” I said, getting into my storyline. “Then he goes home and kills his mom because if he gets away with it he inherits a fortune. What do you think?”



“I think it sort of makes sense. Ella, you should tell Detective Garza what you think,” Auntie Joe said. “Then she can investigate and put him in jail, if he did it.”



“Wait,” Hazel said, holding up a hand. “What about the I.O.U. in Vanessa’s hand? What about her threatening messages? Where do they come in?”



“The I.O.U. was probably Max’s,” I said.



“And the messages?”



“I don’t know,” I told them honestly. “But do you know who would? Max.”



“You’re not going to confront him?” Auntie Joe said, covering her heart. “He could be a killer, Ella!”



“I know,” I said trying to sound and feel brave. “If I’m not back in ten minutes, call Detective Garza. Her number is on my bedside table.” I stiffened my spine, turned on my heel and raced back over towards the Stewart mansion.



The aunts called after me, but I wasn’t interested in listening right then. I needed to put this thing to rest. Then maybe I could figure out a way to make it up to Rory. Honestly, I had no idea what had gotten into him! I didn’t care that he was a mailman. I liked it. It just made him even more normal.



I frowned. Maybe he thought that I thought he was too normal. Ordinary, even. My steps faltered. I shook my head to clear it and put the Rory problem on the back burner for now. I’d arrived at Vanessa’s back door. I put my hand on the knob, about to twist it open when I heard yelling from inside. Ducking to one side, I peered through the kitchen window.



“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” It was Max the Murderer. He was grabbing at Leanne.



I put my hand on the doorknob again, about to rescue her, but something held me back. Through the window I could see a paper bag in Leanne’s hands. Max tore it loose and jewelry flew everywhere. It was like a precious gem explosion.



Leanne cried out and Max grabbed her by her wrists. “You little thief! You let everyone believe my mother was stealing their trinkets, but it was you the whole time!” He shook her, his face red with rage. “My mother was a saint. Well, she’s dead and you can’t use her as a shield anymore.”



“Wait, Mr. Stewart you don’t understand…” Leanne pleaded. “Let me explain, please!”



“Explain? You ruined my mother’s reputation. You’re not taking the rest of us down with you. You’re fired.” He let go of her arms and she melted to the floor with a wail. “Get out.”



“Mr. Stewart, no, I need this job, my son…”



Max picked her up and opened the kitchen door. I fell backwards behind the rhododendrons.



“I never want to see you or your son ever again. I’ll make sure you never work again.” He tossed her out.



Leanne landed in a heap.



Max slammed the door shut and locked it.



Leanne got up onto her knees and pounded the ground in frustration. She wiped at her face, stood up, and screamed at the closed door. Then she pulled out her cell phone and called someone for a ride. She dropped down onto the kitchen step. I was trapped in the bushes.



“After everything I did for them,” Leanne muttered. “Stupid, drug-addled idiot. He doesn’t even know what I’ve done for them.”



Was it Leanne after all? Was she going to confess while branches stuck at me where the sun didn’t shine? I strained to hear her. If it really was Leanne, I wasn’t sure where that would leave me and Rory, but I needed to know the truth, whatever it was.



“Oh, Mrs. Stewart! I miss you so much,” Leanne put her head in her hands and sobbed. “You were the only one who understood what Mr. Stewart did. I was so young and he was so handsome and charming. You understood. Oh, Mrs. Stewart! Who could do something so horrible to you?”



I deflated. I was back to square one.











Chapter Nine







I stayed crouched in the bushes, trying not to breathe too loudly. There was no way I could come out and say anything, not after what I had just heard.



Leanne cried pitifully for the first few minutes and my heart went out to her. It was as if she had lost her only friend in the world. I wish I knew the truth. What had happened between her and George Stewart? Why would Vanessa be compassionate to a woman who’d slept with her husband? Why was she stealing jewelry?



That was one question answered. Vanessa was not a kleptomaniac. Her maid was the thief. But I still didn’t know why. All these questions were driving me up a wall. I was tempted to burst out of the rhododendrons and demand some answers. Besides there were branches jabbing me in all sorts of soft spots by now. But just when I thought I had passed supremely uncomfortable and could no longer tolerate it any longer, Leanne’s ride arrived.



I saw who it was and nearly keeled over, stubbing my finger on a root in an effort to steady myself.



“Hey,” Rory said coming up to the back entrance. He was inches from me. I could almost feel the heat of him, he was that close.



Leanne dove into his arms. My heart fell into my stomach. “Oh Rory,” she cried. “Max tossed me out.”



“What happened?” Rory’s voice was gentle and kind — and stabbing tiny knives into my heart.



“I’ll tell you all about it if you’ll just take me home,” Leanne said into his shoulder. Rory hugged her tightly. He put an arm around her and led her down the driveway and out of sight. I sat in the bushes for another minute. They looked so intimate, not like ex-lovers at all.



“There you are,” Livvie said. Big glowing cat eyes appeared in between the branches. “Everyone is worried. So, of course, they sent me. I am the best cat, and even the worst cat is better than the best human, as well you know. So?”



“What?” I bit my lip to keep from tearing up.



“Why are you hiding in the bushes?” The cat squished all the way into the bush with me. “Are we hunting mice? I didn’t peg you for that type, but I’m game. Always.”



“No, I was eavesdropping,” I told her.



“Pity,” Livvie said, and sighed wistfully. “Follow me back to the other humans.”



I disentangled myself from the rhododendrons and followed Livvie back to the house. The aunts were in the drawing room waiting for me. I was engulfed in hugs the second I entered the room.



“Did you confront Max?” Aunt Hazel asked.



“I didn’t have to,” I said, sinking into my blue chair and relayed everything that had just happened. “So now, after getting poked and scratched to pieces, I am back to square one. I don’t know what to think. Max seems like he was genuinely angry about his mother’s reputation. Somehow that doesn’t work with the idea that he murdered her. Leanne seemed more upset than Max. The whole thing is doing my head in.” I sat down in a chair.



“Well, the funeral is in the morning,” Aunt Sarah said. “It’s probably going to be the last time we have access to the family. We have to make it count.”



“You’re right,” I said. “I doubt any of them will be popping by for tea after this is wrapped up. George Stewart will probably take a long vacation with his new mistress.”



“He has one already?” Auntie Joe asked.



“He’s the most eligible bachelor in town now,” Aunt Sarah said. “If he doesn’t yet, he will soon. Everyone knows he and Vanessa were on the rocks. Did we rule him out, Ella?”



“Absolutely not,” I said. “I haven’t really even ruled out Max. Leanne is probably out. But Max could have been faking it for effect. I have to ask Mother a few questions about Vanessa. She can clear up a few details. But this is what we’re going to do tomorrow.” I outlined my plan to catch the killer tomorrow.







I lay in bed staring at the ceiling when there was a knock on the door. Aunt Sarah entered with a little wave. She sat down on the edge of the bed and made a face. “What’s that smell?”



“I tried a spell last night and it went interestingly,” I said with a laugh. “Funny thing is, it smells like the cologne that was all over Vanessa.”



“Hm,” Sarah said, sneezing. “Are you sure? That scent is a little floral for a man’s cologne.”



“I’m positive,” I said sitting up. “I have a feel for scents.” Something in the back of my brain lit up.



“So about Rory,” she began.



“I hope he and Leanne will be very happy,” I bit out, feeling crabby.



She slapped my leg under the blanket. “Oh, that is not fair! Leanne called a friend when she was in trouble. You should see it as a positive thing. Even after a breakup, that man is a stand up guy.”



“Or they’re dating again,” I said, feeling miserable. “Well, you can mope about it, or you can find out. He’s bound to be at the funeral tomorrow. Not only did he like one Vanessa Stewart, but he is going to see it as an opportunity to get into it with you again.”



“Why would he want to fight with me?” I asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.”



“Well, he can’t apologize for getting upset with you, but he will want to talk to you again because he likes you.”



I snorted.



She waved me off. “So he’ll either try to argue with you, so he can win a point and feel comfortable talking to you again, or he’ll want to ignore the fact that he left angry and just discuss the case.”



“Are you some sort of witch, predicting the future?” I asked, laughing.



“Oh, not all men are the same, but people mostly are,” she said. “No one wants to apologize for a lapse in temper. It’s embarrassing. So, generally, they’ll come up with another way to engage you.”



“What about Leanne?”



Sarah raised an eyebrow. “What about her?”



“What if they’re back together?” I asked.



“Oh, sweetums.” She winked knowingly and gave my leg a squeeze. “I don’t think they are. He was just being a friend. I think this is just a clever excuse for you to back away.” Aunt Sarah stood up and waved goodbye, slipping from the room.



Great. Now I had even more to think about. Staring at the ceiling and pondering was going to become a bad habit of mine.











In the morning I was still no nearer to answering any of the questions bounding painfully off the sides of my mind. I decided to take a break from all the mental gymnastics and try to tackle the questions Mother could answer first. I found her in her walk-in closet, choosing from dozens of nearly identical black dresses.



“Oh Ella, come and help your mother,” she said, sounding relieved. She waved at the rack.



“Pick the most expensive one,” I told her and selected two from Yves Saint Laurent. “Here, take one of these.”



Mother hugged me. She picked one and offered me the second. I took it. It had a good silhouette, and, if Aunt Sarah was right, I wanted to make Rory eat his heart out.



“We will look so money,” she said with a laugh. “Honestly, I will probably just cry all over everything.” She tapped the suede bench she kept in the closet for putting on shoes and we both sat down. “Vanessa was the most delightful young heiress when we met.” Mother’s voice wavered and she swallowed hard, but continued in what seemed to be a rather heroic fashion. “Her father had invented some fabric that withstood hurricanes, or some such nonsense. She always had the latest, newest thing, and I always got to borrow it. We were a fantastic pair!”



“What happened,” I asked, curious.



“Oh, what always happens with girls,” Mother said. “We fought over a boy. George Stewart was such a stud. He was so handsome and wore colorful Armani suits and smelled like Borno 1834. She wanted him and he wanted me, and it went round and round until I met your father. His suits were a little less colorful and he tended to prefer Levi’s to suits anyhow, but how he sparkled! Well George went and got Vanessa pregnant with the twins and so then she got what she wanted, his ring on her finger. George…he never seemed to be at ease with his choice. He liked his freedom. It hurt her deeply and she faded a bit. Became bitter. But she was never that way when we were alone. She was always my dearest friend Vanessa.”



Here was my chance. “What happened between George and Leanne?”



Mother frowned. “It’s not something civilized women talk about,” she said, her voice taking on a slightly shrill note. I thought that was going to be the end of it, but she took a deep breath and plowed on. “George was fond of drinking at all the beach bars. One bar brought in new talent from New Jersey every year. One year a very young Leanne turned up. George was taken with her and seduced her. The girl had lied on her application so she could bartend. I suppose that’s how you get the most tips. So when she turned up pregnant it was discovered that she was not eighteen. She was sixteen.”



“George was horrified and wanted to have everything taken care of but Vanessa would hear none of it. She took the girl on.”



“So her son is George’s son,” I said. Maybe everyone in town thought that already, but at least it was now confirmed.



“Yes.”



“Max fired Leanne yesterday.”



“Oh I don’t doubt it. Those twins have been trying to get Leanne fired for years. She is a constant source of embarrassment to them, and her boy is their half brother.”



“Another heir,” I said.



Mother nodded. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about Johnny. I’m sure Vanessa provided for him in her will. She loved that boy. She would secretly sneak toys into Leanne’s bag when she was leaving for the day. I can’t imagine she would have just left the two of them destitute. It was her own children she was disappointed with the most.”



“Well, with Max I can definitely understand,” I said.



“Get dressed,” Mother told me gently. “I want to sit here and think about shoes.”



“Wear the most expensive pair,” I told her airily.



She laughed.



I quit the room, my thoughts tumbling one over the other. More and more it was looking like Leanne was nowhere near my list of suspects. I’d have to fill Detective Garza in on everything I had learned. I was zeroing in on the killer. I might need some backup from the detective. No sense finally figuring out who the killer was and getting bumped off before I could tell anyone.



I called the police department and got Ruby. “Hi Ella, how’s the junior detective gig going?”



“Junior detective?”



“Detective Garza said that she was sure you and your aunts were investigating. She said anyone with aunts like yours would be ‘civically minded’ and she keeps saying things like, ‘Little idiots will get themselves killed.’ So you must be doing a good job.”



“Great, thanks Ruby,” I said sarcastically. “And here I was calling to bring the detective up to speed on what I’ve found out.”



“Well, you can probably do it in person,” Ruby said. “She’s going to the funeral. Did you clear Max yet? I can’t marry him and live happily ever after if he killed his mother. Think of the water cooler talk!”



“Ruby, you are incorrigible.”



“Should I radio the detective and tell her to meet with you at the funeral?”



“Could you?”



“Not a problem,” Ruby said. “I’m counting on you to save my rich fantasy life.”



I hung up, shaking my head. All I really had for the detective was gossip and hearsay. But maybe they’d had better luck with forensics and my tidbits could tie their tidbits together until we nabbed the killer. I hoped so, at least. Otherwise they were going to fingerprint the Aunts, and that wouldn’t help anyone.



“Ready?” Mother called.



I came downstairs.



“Everyone else is already in the car.” Mother turned to Girard with instructions for dinner. He nodded and disappeared into the kitchens. She turned back to me and I had to smile. Even with all her grief — or perhaps because of it — Mother was even more breathtaking than usual. Sheathed in the Charmeuse silk dress, she’d opted for rubies at her throat and ears. Her wrists were bare. I had gone with amethysts and a few diamond bracelets. I didn’t want to overdo it. This was a funeral after all. I wondered if my hair would ever be as coiffed as hers. I had flyaways as a matter of course.



She touched a few of them. “Darling, you really need to start putting some argan oil in your hair if you want it to lay flat. But otherwise, I must say you are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.” She hugged me and kissed my cheeks delicately, taking care not to smudge either of our makeup. “But you’d look even more beautiful on the arm of a nice young man.”



I sighed. She always goes one statement too far.



We got into the stretched limo that Mother had ordered for the occasion. I slid in next to Aunt Hazel and Father handed me a flute.



“Mimosas?” I said, not sure if I wanted to drink before my meeting with Garza.



“Oh,” Father said, “Is this gauche? I figured a little liquid courage wouldn’t go amiss this morning.”



“You are a lion among men,” said Aunt Hazel. “Funerals are very unnerving.”



They toasted.



I only sipped at mine, wanting to keep my head. The limo ride went by fast. My father dazzled the ladies with stories of his time in the military. I stared out the window, thinking, as the perfectly manicured lawns and ponds slipped by.



Today was not going to be just another day in the life of a aromatherapist/socialite/witch-in-training. Today I was bound and determined to catch a killer.











Chapter Ten







‘Happy Endings’ was the worst name imaginable for a funeral parlor, but since it was the only one in a twenty mile radius everyone used them. They had lush, sloping lawns and hosted the receptions in the back under a lovely pavilion. The grounds were complete with tranquil stream running through the middle and multiple gazebos for private moments and the occasional wedding photo for the morbid.



I loved the old building that housed the funeral home. It was large and stately and frosted like a wedding cake with white shutters and trim. But the best part was the wide wraparound porch loaded with chaise lounges, just like in the Hamptons. I had been to exactly two funerals here previously, and spent most of them pleasantly hiding in a lounge while my mother gave condolences. If that sounds a bit selfish, I was only twelve for the last one, so forgive me.



The limo left the Aunts and me out front, while Father and Mother had it drive around the back so they could enter discreetly and offer help.



“Does everyone know what they’re supposed to do?” I asked.



“Yes.” Aunt Hazel sounded a bit testy. “Let’s just get on with it. Funerals are never pleasant affairs.” She looked at her sisters. “Come on, girls. Let’s go help Ella catch the killer. Suppose they’ll still want to keep my athame after all this?”



“Probably,” I told her. “It’s evidence.”



“Oh, well.” Aunt Hazel sighed. “It’s not like it was three hundred years old and a family heirloom or anything.”



“It wasn’t?”



“No, Joe. I got it off a shopping channel. The one from Aunt Meryl was just too heavy for everyday use.”



Hazel led them inside. I was hoping to see Detective Garza and fill her in before the plan got underway. But instead of the detective, Rory arrived. He walked up awkwardly, rubbing a spot above his left elbow.



“Hi,” he said.



“Hi,” I said. I tried not to do anything awkward and instead waited for him to speak.



“Uh, how is the case going? Still stalking Leanne?”



I snorted. Aunt Sarah was right. He was going to talk around the issue but not hit the target. Well, two could play that game. “No, she’s clear in my book. I’m more interested in the family. George… Max… Maureen. It’s definitely not my aunt or your girlfriend.”



Rory balked. “She’s not my girlfriend,” he said. “I thought you and I sort of had a—”



“There you are,” Detective Garza interrupted. Oh, I could kick her! What was the end of that sentence, Rory? “Ruby said you had some information for me.”



“I do, too,” Rory said to me suddenly. “Have information for you, Ella, not you, Detective. You know what I mean. Find me inside, okay Ella?” He looked earnest as he wandered off. I wanted to follow him but Garza wasn’t going to let me go now.



“Ms. Sweeting?” Garza prompted.



“Right,” I said. I outlined everything I had heard at the party and in the bushes. I also handed over the phone. “I found it when Rory and I snooped around Vanessa’s room. So what do you think? Pretty much exonerates Leanne, don’t you think?”



The detective stared at me until I squirmed. “Ms. Sweeting, do you think I can’t do my job?”



“No,” I told her.



“You think we haven’t been investigating everything properly? I had officers pull Vanessa’s phone records immediately. I did background checks on Leanne and every member of the family. And one only has to look at Leanne’s boy to know who his father is.”



“Yes, but—”



She cut me off. “Thank you for being a concerned citizen, Ms. Sweeting. And don’t think I don’t know what your motivations are. We traced the knife back to your aunt, by the way. She bought it on my favorite shopping network.”



“Are you arresting her?”



“Not yet,” Detective Garza said. “I’m telling you all this because I want you to know that I am perfectly capable of finding a murderer without the local aromatherapist, understood? Now go in there, pay your respects and don’t even think about sleuthing. Okay?”



I nodded, my cheeks burning.



“Listen, I like you Ms. Sweeting. You remind me of myself when I was younger. You’re clever and curious and those are good things. But if the murderer thinks you might be on to him or her, what do you think will happen to you? Or to your family?”



“I get it,” I said. “So do you have any idea who it is?”



“Go inside before I arrest you on trumped up charges,” Detective Garza said in a mild tone. She was almost smiling at me but there was a serious edge to it. I had no doubt she would arrest me for littering or loitering or larceny or….



“I’m going to go inside now,” I told her.



“Good,” she said. “And remember what I said.”



“I know. No more sleuthing,” I said.



I walked up onto the wide porch with newfound determination. I wasn’t going to let Garza stop me. I was too close now. Vanessa deserved that much.



Inside, Rory tried to get my attention but Mother had other ideas. She pulled me after her into the first row of seats that had “reserved” signs on their backs.



Maureen and Max were sitting on the other side of the aisle, but George Stewart was next to Father, with Leanne and Johnny in the row behind him. Leanne kept grabbing at the back of George’s and whispering. He brushed her off twice before the priest got up to speak.



The aunts were spread out in the crowd, listening, with Hazel next to Garza, chatting amicably. Aunt Sarah was looking up to the front with a frown on her face, a funny lace hanky pressed against her cheek, similar to the one Auntie Joe had given Leanne in the kitchen. Auntie Joe was beside Rory.



I took a deep breath. Everyone was in place.



“It is a sad day when a good woman leaves us too soon,” the priest began. “Vanessa Stewart was a woman of great wealth, both material and spiritual. Mother of two and beloved wife, she also ran the best card game in town.”



I wanted so badly to know what Rory had to say. At least he was nowhere near Leanne; that was sort of comforting. I went over the facts in my mind. George has a love/hate relationship with Vanessa. He had laughed when he saw the body. Was that nerves or more? He also wore cologne similar to the scent from the room. Leanne was the kleptomaniac. But she seemed to have the most to lose by killing Vanessa. What about the twins? Was Vanessa holding on too tightly to her purse strings? Would killing her make sure they had enough money to keep up with their particular appetites?



I bit my lip. I put some more clues together and a clearer picture was beginning to form. But how could I take my suspicions to Detective Garza without having her punish me for even more interference? I’d have to have proof.



I watched as the twins got up and spoke about their mother. I kept coming back to Max callously shoving his own sister down the steps. If he could do that to Maureen, he was definitely capable of killing his mother. The yelling at Leanne in defense of his mother had thrown me, but not if he was just looking for an excuse to get rid of his father’s old mistress and his half-brother. The less heirs hanging around, the better, right?



“I miss my mother,” Maureen said, voice shaking. “She was a tough old thing, stubborn and impossible. She could not see reason if it hit her with a brick. But she was a wonderful person. She took care of all of us. Isn’t that right, Max?”



“My mother didn’t understand me,” Max said. “She didn’t like my lifestyle. She, ah, didn’t approve of anything I did, really. Now she’s dead. I miss her.” Max looked at the casket. A pained expression crossed his face. He grabbed Maureen’s arm and steered her off the dais. A woman behind me gasped. Maureen stumbled after him, whispering to him fiercely while he looked stonily ahead.



A familiar scent hit me in the face. I was so surprised, I jumped up. Mother thought I was going up to speak and beamed.



Dang it. I had no choice now. I gathered myself and walked to the front. “Ahem. Vanessa Stewart was my mother’s best friend. I grew up with Max and Maureen.” Speaking of the twins, they were arguing at the back of the room. I had to get after them. “This is a hard thing for all of us,” I said. “Vanessa was a batty neighbor and a good friend. I’ll miss her. Like everyone in this room, Vanessa touched my life and I will never forget her. All we can do now is remember her as she was, vibrant and loud.” I stepped off the dais to a smattering of laughter.



Rory grabbed at my arm as I went by and Aunt Sarah tried to wave me down. “I have to tell you something,” he said. “It’s about the packages...I think it could be important.”



I let him take my hand and lead me to the second room where coffee and tea was set out for the mourners. I liked holding his hand. I hope I didn’t sigh too loudly when he let it go. “What’s up?”



“The packages,” Rory said with a guilty look. “I sort of got another one on my truck and it may have opened.”



“Oh, you bad boy, Rory,” I said. My face going to split I was smiling so hard.



“Oh, I really am,” Rory said.



Growl. That certainly raised the temperature a few notches.



My face must have showed what I was thinking, because he blushed. I laughed, and then he did, too, and then we shushed each other.



“And?” I prompted.



“Remember how you said the cologne smelled the same as George’s but different? But the package that smashed smelled exactly like it?”



I nodded buzzing with excitement.



“That’s because the package isn’t just cologne. It’s perfume too.”



I absorbed the information. “So it was a mixture. It was both. That’s the difference.”



“How did she end up smelling like both?” Rory asked.



“I’m guessing she was wearing one and someone poured the other over her,” I said, thinking.



“But why would someone do that?”



“I don’t know,” I bit my lip, trying to think. “They had to be covering something up, something that would lead us to the killer.”



“There you are,” Auntie Joe appeared.



“You’re supposed to be staying close to the twins,” I told her.



“I know. They disappeared into a small room for the family. Hazel is still tailing George. But the service is nearly over, so everyone is about to come in here now. I thought you might want to go back to the chapel and snoop around.”



“You’re right,” I said, hugging her. “Oh, tell Aunt Hazel to avoid Garza. She knows the knife was hers.”



Auntie Joe put her hand over her heart and nodded.



“I’ll be right back,” I promised. I slipped into the room, just behind where George stood whispering to my father.



“Can’t imagine where the blasted thing’s gone. Had it for years.”



“I told you to get rid of that gun years ago. They’re not even legal in the states,” my father admonished.



George frowned. “I had it this morning. I moved it from my safe to Vanessa’s years ago. I grabbed it when I was looking for the will and put it on the night table.”



“Did you find the will?”



“Yes,” George said, gritting his teeth. Father didn’t press.



“I’m sure it will turn up,” he assured George.



“I know, but right now it would be best if it doesn’t show up while that detective is loitering. She thinks I killed Vanessa. What do you think she’s going to do if she finds the Luger? Hmm?”



Aunt Hazel was near them, eavesdropping. I sidled over to her. “What did you find out?”



“George Stewart is a prince among men,” Hazel said. “Three separate girlfriends, all under forty and vying to be the next Vanessa. He also likes a bit of drink and gambling.”



“Gambling?”



“Oh, yes,” Aunt Hazel confirmed. “He’s made three texts to someone about a football match. My eagle eyes don’t miss much.”



Mother was speaking now. “Vanessa Stewart was a brave, wise woman who cheated at cards…”



I felt a twinge of guilt for not paying attention. But I had smelled the scent again and I was tracking it like an Aromatherapy bloodhound. If I could figure out which one of the twins it was, that would be one more tick in the murderer column. But which was it?



Mother stopped speaking and I applauded her with the rest of the crowd, creeping towards the front of the room. Maureen’s phone went off. As she opened her purse to take it out, a slip of paper fell out. I held my breath, keeping my eye on the little folded white square at her elegant feet. That could be a clue.



I looked up to see Aunt Sarah staring at Maureen with an odd look on her face. When Maureen moved into the other room I swooped in and scooped up the piece of paper. It had a phone number scrawled on it. I pocketed it. Aunt Sarah came over as I was walking the perimeter of the room to see if anyone else had dropped goodies for me.



“What did you find out?”



Aunt Sarah frowned. “Not much. Most people liked Vanessa, even if they thought she stole their jewelry. A few of the same rumors about Leanne’s boy…rumors about Max’s drug habits and who owes who money.”



“You have a look on your face. What’s up?” I asked.



“I don’t know. I had to have someone point Maureen out to me, but I could’ve sworn I’d seen her before.”



“I saw her in the coffee shop when I was hounding Leanne, did you?”



“I’m not sure,” Aunt Sarah said shaking her head. “But that must be it. Where else could I have seen her?”



“Just stick with the plan,” I told her.



“I know, but so far it isn’t working. No one is saying anything. They’re all pretty loyal to one another. The Stewarts keep giving us the slip. Also Detective Garza is looking for you.”



“Well I better avoid her,” I said. “I definitely haven’t stopped snooping.”



“Yes, but have we learned anything?”



I had. I just wanted to be sure. “Maybe, but I need proof. I wish there was some magic spell I could use.”











Chapter Eleven







Aunt Sarah had gone to join the others, and I was alone. My head throbbed. I had almost all the clues, but certainly not enough to go anywhere near Detective Garza yet. I just needed a bit more. I needed something….



I searched the room again. Could Maureen have dropped any more papers? Maybe there were some personal articles left in a corner that could sort out my scent suspicions. I honestly felt like I was pushing my luck at this point. So when a few mourners popped back into the room I jumped and ducked into the small room at the back of the funeral parlor.



The room was a private space for family members and I figured it would be empty, affording me a breather. Instead, Max and Maureen were there, whispering angrily at one another. They spun to face me when I entered. Lovely. Look at me entering the lion’s den like an idiot.



“What do you want?” Max asked angrily. “I’m having a private moment with my sister.”



“I just, ah, wanted to give you my condolences,” I lied. “I am so sorry for your loss.” I walked up and gave a startled Max a big hug. I inhaled as discreetly as possible. I moved to Maureen and did the same. The scents didn’t match. But when I backed up and smelled them mingled together...The broken package was right. The scent was both of theirs mingled. So was it both of them?



No, on top of the fact that Maureen fiercely loved her mother, I couldn’t see the two of them working together to murder their mother. The twins had always been close, until recently when they’d started drifting apart. When Max had graduated from idiotic to scary. When he had started pushing his sister down stairs and dragging her around in public like a naughty pet dog. They wouldn’t have planned the murder together.



But Max could have forced her to help him cover it up.



I gulped.



That was it. That made all the clues slip together neatly like the jigsaw puzzles Father liked to keep out on the kitchen table when I was in grade school.



Max had murdered Vanessa, then forced Maureen to help conceal his crime. He’d taken the knife from Aunt Sarah’s bag at the restaurant. He’d —



They were both staring daggers at me.



The logical think would be to get out of the room, to run and tell Garza. But she wouldn’t do anything unless I had solid proof, except lock me up on obstruction of justice charges, or something.



“Maureen,” I started, not knowing yet what I was going to say. I couldn’t think of anything, so I leaned forward and hugged her again, faking a sob over her shoulder.



“I’ve had just about enough of this,” Max said. He quit the room. Oh great, he was getting away. Although this did give me the opportunity to talk to Maureen alone, and maybe get a confession out of her.



Maureen stiffened and tried to disentangle herself from me. “If you’ve finished, I have more important things to deal with than fake mourners,” Maureen said.



Was she scared? Was she afraid Max was going to kill her so she couldn’t talk? How would he do that, though? He didn’t have a gun or anything — the gun. George’s gun that he’d told Father about, the one that disappeared. Oh my god. I had to get Maureen out of here before it was too late.



“Maureen,” I said, trying to keep the fear out of my voice and sound reassuring. “You don’t have to lie anymore. I know who killed your mother.”



Maureen paled. “You… what?”



“Do you, did you wear the same perfume as Vanessa?”



“Yes,” Maureen picked up her purse. “Why?”



“I think…”



Maureen came closer to me, grabbing at something in her purse. “What do you think?” she asked as her phone rang. She pulled it out of her purse but it was slippery and escaped her. I managed to catch it and glance at the screen.



“Racetrack,” I breathed. It was the same number as on the paper that had fallen out of her bag before.



She snatched the phone out of my hands and stared at me. “What? Don’t look at my calls!”



“You’re a gambler,” I breathed.



“So I gamble,” Maureen said. “What does it matter to you?”



The IOU in Vanessa’s hand was Maureen’s. The smell wasn’t Max’s cologne. It was George’s cologne and Maureen’s perfume. Puzzle pieces started to snap into place. “It doesn’t,” I stammered. “I’m sorry I bothered you. Forget what I said. I am so completely wrong right now.”



“Are you?” Maureen got between me and the only door. “What were you going to tell me just then? Hm? Who killed my mother?”



“Max,” I breathed, hoping she would believe me or that saying his name would conjure him. “Let’s go get him. Detective Garza’s here. She can arrest him.”



“Oh, can she?” Maureen said.



“Yes,” I said quietly. “So let me go get her. Before he hurts you, or worse.”



“I don’t think so,” Maureen said sweetly. She pulled a gun out of her purse.



Stupid, stupid Ella. How did I walk right into this situation? “Yes, we can use that to stop Max,” I said lamely. There was no way she was going to believe me. There was a reason why I had dropped out of the drama club in high school. I was the worst actress in town.



“Drop the act Ella,” Maureen said, brandishing her gun. “Or I’ll drop it for you.”



The only thing saving me was that we were in a funeral parlor loaded with people. She couldn’t drag me out kicking and screaming someone would see. And that gun would make an awfully loud sound in such a tiny room. Maybe I could reason with her. Get her to let me go. It was worth a try.



“You… you can’t shoot me in here. Someone will,” I told her, as a swell of music started up in the other room. She grinned. “...hear.”



She cocked the gun. “Oh, well we’re not going to stay here are we?”



“We’re not?”



Maureen shook her hair out and plastered on a sad face. “No, I am so distraught that you are going to take me home.”



“I am?” I heard the shake in my voice and bit my lip.



“Come over here and take my arm so I can keep my lovely little gun trained on you,” she said. “Move.”



I had no choice. I walked over to her and she tucked the gun and her hand into the purse and pointed it towards my side. “Now, let’s leave. You make a fuss and I start shooting. Maybe I’ll start with your mother.”



I swallowed hard, resisting the urge to cry. No time for that right now. I had to think my way out of this. Maureen led me out of the room and we walked past a few mourners, who turned to greet us. Maureen poked me with the gun and I said, “I am going to take Maureen home.”



My mother came up. “Maureen darling, is there anything I can do to help?”



“Oh, thank you, no,” Maureen said sweetly, every inch the sad daughter. “Ella is going to take me home. This is all just too much for me.”



She even let my mother hug her while she jabbed the gun harder into my side. I winced, but Mother was looking away and didn’t see. I gave her a smile. I didn’t want to risk a lie since I was God awful at it. She might get suspicious, and I didn’t want to think about what Maureen would do then.



“Let’s go, Ella,” Maureen said, voice quavering.



“Ok,” I managed.



And then we were outside, walking to her car. My legs wobbled, threatening to collapse. “Maureen, you’re not going to really kill me, are you?”



“I think I have to, Ella. You know too much.” She handed me the keys. “Drive.”



“Where?”



“I’ll tell you as we go. Get in the car,” Maureen pulled the gun free of the purse but kept it out of sight. She needn’t have bothered. The parking lot was empty. Everyone was inside mourning Vanessa. When we were finally on the open road I felt a bit relieved. At least family was safe.



“Take a left up here and then follow it out to the highway.” Maureen’s voice was steady and calm.



“I really did think it was your brother,” I tried.



“Of course you did,” Maureen said. “Turn here. Give me your cell phone.”



I handed it over and she tossed it out the window. Dang. I loved that phone.



Maureen relaxed against the seat. Seeing her up close I saw the signs of stress and strain. Her skin was milky pale, with purple splotches underneath where her cheekbones poked through, and I wondered if she’d stopped eating. Obviously her conscience was getting to her. At least, I hoped it was. Otherwise I was not getting out of this alive.



“Since you’re going to kill me, do you want to tell me what happened?”



“What am I, a cartoon villain?” She glared at me. “Just drive.”



I lapsed into silence for a few seconds. “You have to want to tell someone the truth. Does Max know? Or Mr. Stewart?”



“No,” Maureen said. “No one knows except for you, and soon you won’t know either.”



I recognized the route we were on. It lead to the cabins in a small weekend resort about a half hour from town. Everybody who was anybody had a cabin out there, including us. But no one was there most of the year, which made it a good place to do away with someone. We really only used ours two weekends out of the year. Mother hated roughing it.



“I don’t have my keys,” I said to let her know I was on to where she was taking me.



“Doesn’t matter,” Maureen said quietly.



“Why? Do you have your keys?”



“Yes,” Maureen said.



“What are you going to do to me?”



Maureen held up the gun. “Did you tell anyone you were investigating me? Is anyone coming after you?”



“Oh, everyone I’ve ever me,” I lied. “I told the barista at the coffee shop and Detective Garza…absolutely everyone will be after you in a minute.”



She laughed. “Has anyone ever told you that you are the worst liar?”



“Once or twice,” I said with a sigh.



She stopped talking then. If I tried, she brandished the gun until I closed my mouth. The trees thickened and we found ourselves on the dirt road leading to the campground. She directed me to the left and up a winding trail to the most secluded cabin you could wish for. It was surrounded by trees and barely visible until you were right up on it. I parked and she motioned for me to get out of the car.



“Open the cabin door and get inside. The key’s there with the car keys, the green one,” Maureen said keeping the gun trained on me. “Hurry up or I’ll shoot you here and leave you for the animals. Plenty of little woodland creatures would love a free lunch.”



My hands shook as I sorted the keys. “Don’t kill me, Maureen. I won’t tell anyone what I know. I’ll take the secret to my grave.”



“You most certainly will,” Maureen said, as I cursed my choice of words. “Open it.”



I got the key loose but my fingers were clumsy with fear and I dropped them. She hissed at me. I scooped them up and tried again. After the third try I was sweating from stress but the door was open.



“Inside,” Maureen said. I had no choice but to obey. Once inside she instructed me to sit down in an old lounger. She sat opposite me.



“Why did you bring me here? You could have killed me earlier and been on your way to Mexico by now. This is your cabin isn’t it? They’ll find us here, and if I’m dead you’re definitely going to jail…”



Maureen shot the gun. The bullet exploded splinters out of the floor by my feet. “Shut up! Don’t you ever shut up?”



I tried to speak but my mouth was too dry. It took a few swallows to get things going again. “Maureen please,” I whispered.



“Oh, well since you asked nicely,” Maureen said and trained the gun to my chest. But her arm shook and after a few seconds she lowered it. “I didn’t mean to do it.”



“Do what? Shoot the floorboards?”



“No, you little idiot! I didn’t mean to kill my mother. It was an accident,” she said, looking pained. “But my mother is an idiot too, and she never knew when to leave things alone. So she died. But I wasn’t going to let my life end with hers. And I can’t let it end with yours. I just need to work out the best way to get it to look like a suicide.”



“I would never kill myself,” I said, feeling icy.



“Don’t be selfish,” Maureen said. “Think of your family.”



I knew what she was implying. If I didn’t do what she wanted she would go after my family. I was afraid but I was rapidly growing angry.



“Maureen if it was an accident then why are you doing all this? Just tell the cops it was an accident and we can both just go home.”



“Because I tried to cover it up,” Maureen said. “Now there’s no way out. Except for you. So I want you to,” she rummaged around in her purse pulling out a pen and paper. “Take these and write a nice note about how you killed my mother and then overcome with grief you took your own life.”



“No,” I said. “No way am I doing that. Kill me if you want, but you’re not using me as an alibi.”



“Fine,” Maureen rose with the gun. “I’ll just say you confessed to me.”



I stared down the barrel of the gun. This was it. I was going to die.



Something slammed into the cabin door. Maureen turned and I launched at her like an angry cat. We crashed backwards into her chair and rolled. I scrambled for the gun. She screamed and held on trying to turn the gun so she could kill me. It went off and someone yelped. I bit Maureen’s wrist and she let the gun go. It skittered away.



“Freeze,” Detective Garza said. She stood over us pointing her own gun at Maureen’s chest.



“Is she alright?” Aunt Hazel asked. I saw her silhouetted in the doorway. “We heard a shot.”



“I think I’m shot,” Rory said. I rolled to my feet to see him leaning awkwardly against a wall. And then he slowly slid to the ground.











Chapter Twelve







I raced to Rory’s side. “Are you okay?”



“I’m fine,” he said, laughing a little. “It just grazed me.”



“Why are you laughing? You’ve been shot!”



“I’m in shock, I think,” he said, and a giggle escaped him.



“How did you find me?”



Rory smiled. “I saw Maureen with you and your mother. I watched you tell her you were fine. You are a terrible liar, Ella Sweeting.”



I frowned.



“Don’t look so down about it, Miss Sweeting,” Detective Garza said. “It saved your life.”



Garza had called for an ambulance by then and a couple of officers had neatly stowed Maureen in the back of a patrol car.



I put my arm around Rory and pulled him close. He leaned gratefully against me, and I rested my head on top of his. We didn’t say anything, but I think we both understood.







The next day was devoted to my “recovering from my ordeal,” as Girard put it. I sat bundled in blankets in the living room, my favorite orange-frankinsense-lilac blend diffusing around me, munching on Girard’s scrumptious chocolate chip cookies and sipping white hot cocoa with chocolate chunks and marshmallows floating among gold dust. To say I was being coddled was an understatement of murderous proportional.



Mother had encouraged me to do whatever I wanted, so I invited Rory over and ordered pizza for everyone. Not quite what she had intended, it seemed. As soon as she heard Rory’s name mentioned she sniffed and told me not to bother inviting the mailman over. I ignored her, as did the Aunts, who began discussing Rory’s bravery and injury and cuteness. Mother glowered at us all.



When Girard showed him in, I beamed, and the Aunts all smiled knowingly.



“Hi Rory,” I said. “Come share the blankets with me.”



His cheeks flushed just the slightest bit as he came over to the love seat I was on and sat down beside me. I fluffed the blankets over him, but Mother twitched them away, staring him down until he put some space between us. She opened her mouth, and I cringed, worrying that she might say something that would insult him, but thankfully the doorbell rang, distracting her.



Girard entered the drawing room a few seconds later, followed by Detective Garza and Ruby. Garza was as perfectly coiffed as ever, with her hair all slick and shiny and a wearing a perfectly tailored pantsuit. I instantly felt drab, but was still pleased to see her. But I was even more pleased to see Ruby. She was in her uniform, so on the clock, but she winked at me and stayed by the door.



“Are you here to arrest me?” I asked Garza, only half kidding. She
 had
 threatened to arrest me for sleuthing. She seemed like the type to make good on her promises.



Smiling, she shook her head no. “I came to fill you in. It’s not exactly procedure, but you did help me catch a killer. How did you know it was Maureen?”



“Oh, well I didn’t at first. I was convinced it was Max. He has certain, uh,
 issues
 that led me to believe he was capable of it.”



“Ah, you mean he’s a creep,” Rory interjected.



“He’s not a creep,” Ruby told him. “He’s an eligible bachelor.”



Rory raised an eyebrow at the cop. “If you say so,” he said.



“Well, first he has a drug issue, so he would need money. He wears the same cologne that had been poured all over Vanessa. He was a
 bit
 creepy,” I said, glancing over at Ruby. For whatever reason she liked the guy…but the best thing would be if she heard the truth about him. Hopefully she would make a better decision that way. “He also pushed his sister down the stairs at the wake. It made him seem like a good candidate.” I mouthed
 I’m sorry
 to Ruby.



Garza nodded, her smile widening. “I thought the same thing. But he wasn’t a gambler.”



“Right. But George Stewart
 was
 a gambler, and he had a lot of reasons to want his wife gone. They basically hated each other and he even laughed when he saw the body.”



“Well, that’s where I can tell you you’re wrong,” Garza said. “If Vanessa died under suspicious circumstances, he gets nothing unless he can prove he was not involved. Seems like Vanessa was cannier than anyone thought when it came to her loving husband.”



I nodded. “I dismissed him early on. Nothing really seemed to connect him. I was stuck on Leanne for awhile.”



“Well, that was way off base,” Rory said. I resisted the urge to pinch him. “I’ve known Leanne forever. She loved Vanessa like a mother.”



“But she was the one stealing the jewelry,” I added. “Did we ever find out why?”



“Maureen,” Detective Garza answered. “She was pressuring Leanne to steal for her. Maureen was pawning the jewelry for her gambling habit.”



“The IOU in Vanessa’s hand was hers?”



Detective Garza nodded. “She was gambling so much it caused a rift between her and Max. He didn’t approve of her choice in men or hobbies.”



Well, at least he had something going for him.



“How did you get on to Maureen’s trail?” Garza wanted to know.



“I was still on Max’s trail at the funeral. But then I found a slip of paper with a phone number on it. When I was snooping in the little family room at the funeral parlor I ran into her and discovered the number was for the racetrack. I put it together with the cologne/perfume thing.”



“Cologne/perfume thing?”



“Oh, the day of the murder, Rory was delivering a box, and when he found out Vanessa was dead he dropped it. Something inside broke, and it gave off a scent that was a dead ringer for the one in Vanessa’s room. It took us awhile to realize it was a combination of Maureen’s perfume and Max’s cologne. Were the threatening phone calls about Maureen?”



“One of them was,” Garza admitted. “The other one was an overdue cable bill.”



“So I know she did it, but I still don’t know why,” I said. “She really did love her mother. I can’t believe she’d actually kill her to cover gambling debts.”



“No,” Garza said. “It was an accident. Maureen told me she had gone to an Italian restaurant earlier that evening.”



“She stole the knife from my bag!” Aunt Sarah crossed her arms in annoyance. “That little kleptomaniac! I knew I recognized her from somewhere. She ‘helped’ me pick my things up at the restaurant while helping herself to Hazel’s knife.”



“Right. She was planning on pawning that. Vanessa caught her stealing some jewelry and realized why. They argued and Vanessa said she was going to call the police,” Garza began.



“So she tried to stop her and stabbed her,” I concluded. It worked with the scene. “That’s how the phone must have ended up under the bed.”



“She should have come forward then but instead she decided to blame the murder on her brother or father, whichever looked better on paper. She doused the body in her brother’s cologne. Opened a window and escaped onto the ledge, and then came back inside through the hallway window.”



“Wow,” Rory breathed. “That is cold blooded!”



“Well at least we know Max is innocent now,” Ruby said wistfully.



“I think you’re carrying a torch for the wrong guy,” I said.



She smiled at me and snorted. “You have terrible taste in men.”



Rory and I glanced at each other, amused.



“Max is a catch, and I think with the influence of a good woman, he can be rehabilitated,” Ruby said.



Detective Garza laughed, “Oh, Ruby! You would make a terrible influence on any man, let alone millionaire playboy Max Stewart.”



“Maybe,” she agreed. But she shrugged her shoulders and added, “Still, you can’t deny that he’s a hottie.”



Girard came in with the tea trolley, loaded high with pastries and a stout, steaming teapot. The cats followed, whiskers twitching.



“I think that in light of the circumstances, I will not be arresting you for meddling or your Aunt Hazel for owning that knife,” Garza said. “I am going to advise against further sleuthing on your part.”



“Oh, don’t worry,” I assured her. “I’m not expecting to see any more dead bodies anytime soon.”



Garza raised an eyebrow. “I wonder.” She turned to Rory. “How are you holding up?”



“Oh, I lost a chunk of skin, that’s all. I’m fine. Bit woozy, really,” he answered. She grinned at him, and I wished we had those blankets back.



I drank two cups of tea and was reaching for an clair when I saw a tail flick behind the anthurium. A second tail appeared and suddenly Trouble was up on his hind legs trying to get a lemon square. Livvie tried for an apple crisp at the same time, and the cart tipped over in a glorious explosion of pastry, tea, and powdered sugar.



“Oh, you troublemaking thieves!” Mother chased the cats, but they outsmarted her and zipped around the loveseat.



“Quick! Lick them all so no one will want them,” Livvie yelled.



Trouble ducked under the coffee table and did just that until Garza and Aunt Joe chased him out.



“Get out of here, you ungrateful monsters!” Mother shouted, tossing her tea towel after them. I knew they would be back in a minute to sneak more pastries. It was no use, the afternoon tea was over. Mother turned to Garza.



“I am so sorry, Detective! Those dratted cats are a such menace,” she said, dabbing at the tea splatters on Garza’s pants. “I can have another tray brought in. Just give me a moment. Girard!”



“No, don’t bother” Detective Garza said, stifling a laugh. “It’s time Ruby and I got back to work.”



“Oh, yes, I love work,” Ruby said.



Mother walked them out, apologizing profusely. Rory didn’t seem to mind the cats, which was good, since they had slunk their way back over to the snacks and were now licking them in earnest. I chose to ignore them. Aunt Sarah grabbed each one by their scruff and lifted them up.



“We’ll take these monsters away and let you two talk,” Sarah said.



“I beg your pardon,” said Trouble.



Livvie said nothing, as there her mouth was full of pastry.



“Sorry,” Auntie Joe said.



“Cats,” Aunt Hazel said.



And then Rory and I were alone. We grinned at each other.



“I should get going, too,” Rory said.



“Do you have to go?” I may have sounded a bit needy.



“Yes,” he said. “I have work tomorrow. But how about we go out on a real date sometime?”



“Are you asking me out, or telling me that you might eventually ask me out?”



He laughed. “No,” he said.



“To which part,” I asked.



“Ella,” he breathed in frustration. “Will you go out with me this Friday night?”



“Oh, I don’t know,” I said breezily. “I might be washing my hair…”



His face fell, and I laughed. “Of course I will!”



Rory knelt down in front of me and slowly came in to kiss me. I froze, not sure what to do. But he just very gently kissed me. His lips were warm and I think I melted into a puddle. When he moved back I was breathless.



“Bye,” he whispered.



“Bye,” I breathed.







“Oh, well bye,” Trouble squeaked, munching on a lemon tart.



“It’s a date…” Livvie said with a laugh and batted a croissant across the drawing room floor.



“That’s enough out of you two!” It was really weird that talking cats was starting to feel like a normal everyday occurrence to me. “How did you get back in here already?”



“We’re cats,” Trouble said with a snort.



“Oh Rory, I want to snog your face,” Livvie said. I swatted at her and she raced away, laughing.



Auntie Joe peered into the room. “Rory’s gone?”



“Yes, but we have a date this Friday,” I told her. We giggled together as Aunt Hazel and Aunt Sarah came into the room.



“I knew he wouldn’t let you down,” Sarah said. “He’s a good egg, that Rory Smith!”



“Good egg?” I laughed. “How old are you?”



“Oh, about ninety? I think? I am losing track.”



“What?” I almost fell off the couch.



“Oh, we live longer than your average girl, and we look a darn sight better while we do it, too.” Aunt Hazel winked. “You’ll learn.”



“I have a lot to learn,” I said slowly. My head was reeling. I was going to look great until my nineties, if my aunts were anything to measure it by.







The next night we decided to all have dinner together. Mother had Father carve a roast. Aunt Hazel was holding her own with Father on finance and politics and the mating habits of wombats. Mother smiled at her in earnest. Baby steps....



“Well, this was an action-packed birthday,” said Father.



“It was pretty exciting,” I admitted.



“Well, hopefully things calm down quite a bit,” Mother said.



“George is going to inherit the house,” Father offered. “So Max and George will still be our neighbors.”



“What’s going to happen to Leanne?” I felt bad about her losing both her job and friend.



Father beamed. “Vanessa left her a small fortune. She and the boy will be fine. What about your lovely Aunts?”



“What about us?” Hazel asked.



“Has Ella convinced you to stay yet?”



“Have I?” I hoped I had. I waited for Mother to object, but she was silent.



“I’m staying,” Aunt Sarah said.



“Me, too,” Auntie Joe said with a laugh.



“And I go where these two go. Someone has to keep them out of trouble,” Aunt Hazel said. The others laughed at her.



“Great! Now who wants some potatoes?” Father said, platter held aloft, and it was settled.







I stood on the porch some while later, staring up at the stars. Mother joined me.



“I’m so glad you’re all right,” she said. She hugged me tight.



“Even if I bring a bunch of crazy aunts and messy cats home?”



“You could bring home a circus of wild animals and I wouldn’t love you any less. But I would make you clean up after them,” she said.



I laughed. “I would just hire someone to come clean up after them.”



“Yes,” Mother agreed. “It’s always best to get someone to come in and clear up the messes.”



“I hear Leanne’s free.”



“Very funny. You have your father’s sense of humor.”



“I was serious.”



“So am I.” She gave me another squeeze.



“Good.” I squeezed her back. “Now that we’re both serious, we need to talk about Rory.”



Mother groaned. “Don’t push it, Ella. You got me on those Aunts of yours. Give me some more time for the mailman.”



“His name is Rory.”



Mother gave a long-suffering sigh and I could just feel her eyeballs rolling, even though I wasn’t looking at her face. “Alright.
 Rory,
 then.”



“Oh, good. You can say his name!” I paused, waiting until I felt her relax beside me, and then added, “and I’m going on a date with him this Friday night.”



Mother jumped. “
 A date!?”



I just smiled and sighed. She’d get there eventually, I knew she would.












THE END
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