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   Dedication
 
    
 
    
 
   For my little muffin head,
 
   thanks for growing up with me,
 
   sorry about the hose.
 
    
 
   And for my divas, 
 
   for bearing witness.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   It began with lice. And ended with murder. That was my afternoon last Sunday. The thing about lice is how utterly awful they are to kill. The thing about murder is that it is never easy. On anyone, least of all the murderer.
 
   At least that’s my take on it. When I saw the police handcuffing our next door neighbor’s son, Jesse, taking him in for questioning, I cried. I was holding a lice comb and a towel and I dropped both and wanted to rush to his side. He saw me and was crying too.
 
   But I’m getting ahead of myself. As I said, first it began with lice. My name is Elizabeth Stanis, I’m a stepmom to two girls who are semilovely and married to their dad, Ben -who is in fact, lovely. We’ve been together for three years. Three long years. Stepmom time isn’t like normal time. It’s like dog years. So to say that I’ve been a stepmom for three years is actually more like 18 or so, it feels that way sometimes. I’m definitely not one of those you marry the prince and live happily ever after kind of girls. It just ain’t how it is.
 
   So to the lice. This would be round three. Three times they’ve spent the weekend at their mom’s (they visit EOW-that is every other weekend for you non-custody type folks) and three times in as many months they’ve come home with lice. I mean, come on people. How hard is it to figure this out.  I had my suspicions. So when we got home I made them pour their clothes right into the washer with the backpacks included. Ideally I wanted them out of everything before they entered our house but I think Child Protective Services doesn’t look too kindly on hosing down your kids naked on the side lawn. It’s not like its 40 degrees out or anything- we live in sunny Florida where its 70 degrees ten months of the year. But at least we got them into the shower. And dang-nabbit, there they were, those dreaded nits on Yaz’s hair. Yaz, or Yasmin, is Ben’s younger daughter. The more pliable, sweeter, not so poisoned by divorce-hatred kid. Also the one that listens, sometimes. She’s eleven and barely so.
 
   “Did your mom treat your hair?”
 
   “Yes, but she didn’t leave it on as long as you do.” 
 
   “Did she wash the sheets?”
 
   “Maybe, I dunno.”
 
   And that’s what I was doing when Ben yelled and when I heard the sirens.
 
   “There’s an ambulance coming,” he paused, “I think it’s pulling up to Drew’s.” Drew was our long time next door neighbor.
 
   “It’s not Jesse is it?” Jesse was Drew’s oldest son. 
 
   “No, I see Jesse out front.”
 
   Ben’s had this house for six years. And for the last few years, Drew has had quite the hard run, after his wife, Bev, left him for her personal trainer. AND stuck him with three home-schooled children. Now there ain’t nothing wrong with home schooling, IF the child is actually learning something. But poor Drew. He essentially found out that after his wife left she hadn’t been “teaching” for about three years. Each kid was having such a hard time. He had finally gotten fed up enough to send both the younger boys up north to his parents. Which was probably the smartest thing poor Drew has done in the last year.
 
   And soon enough, Ben was yelling out updates, fire trucks, police, ambulance were all next door and Ben was trying to find out what was going on. Me, I’ll admit, I looked a few times, listened for updates from Ben but was already half way through Yaz’s RID treatment and nothing was going to stop me.
 
   And that’s when I heard Ben. Or should I say, heard the lack of noise from our front porch. I wrapped Yaz’s head up and decided it was time to stop my own personal war and see what was happening next door.
 
   Just then Ben walked towards our front porch, head hung low. I knew, from the look on his face, the way his eyes set lower, that something serious, probably much more important than lice, was going on.
 
   “Baby, it is Drew. He’s dead.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He’s dead. Drew’s dead.” “Oh my god. How?”
 
   “They won’t say.”
 
   And Ben hugged me. Like you do when you see something bad. Like our life matters kind of hug. Appreciate what you have kind of thing. It felt good to be in his arms. It always had. He has these shoulders and upper arms that are just so strong. Much stronger than they should be for someone who never works out. We stood there holding each other for eons.
 
   “I’m going over there to be with Jesse,” he said slyly. I knew he had a good heart, my Ben has the best heart and he was truly concerned for the kid we had known for so long, but also he was just plain curious. If Ben was anything, he was a gossip. I knew I should drop everything and run over there too. But I knew Ben, I knew he’d want to “handle” the situation and cause I am who I am, I wanted to give him the space to do that. To handle things. I found that the more I allowed him space to do that the more he stepped up to do it .
 
   So I went in to tackle the final stage of the lice annihilation. Yaz was done which meant only one thing: Julie. My dreaded stepchild.14 going on 32. Attitude that got up and walked and talked before she was awake. I could hear her in the shower and just knew she’d want to 11do” the treatment herself. It always surprised me, to have two girls so very different. Maybe it was the age, or the age difference was compounded by the divide of the divorce. Watching your dad and mom break up, in an ugly way, at the age of 8 is way different from age 5. I suppose for her too, for Julie, my time in her life is like dog years too. In that way we are the same, sentenced to time served together. Because I love her dad, she loves her dad. She resents the heck out of me. it is in her blood. We have our moments, of sunshine and dancing daisies but mostly we have daggers. And that is hard work, day in and day out. That book title, Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff, G-A-R-B-A-G-E. I mean I could guarantee the guy who wrote it, DID NOT have a teen stepdaughter. It is all small stuff and it is all awful. Geesh, the way I sound you’d think I hated her. But I really don’t. I love what Julie will become. It is just a long road until we are there. And until she forgives me for barging in on her life.
 
   Just then I heard Ben yell out for me. I left the Rid, the comb and a clean towel on the toilet where she’s see it.
 
   “Honey, the police want to ask us some questions.”
 
   I went out front, we have a small screened in porch that Ben uses as a smoking room and to spy on the neighbors. Standing right outside in the wafting evening sun was a plump, stereotypical looking Irish cop. Or at least I thought he was Irish until he greeted me with his name.
 
   “Hello mam, I’m Officer Nunez.”
 
   “Nunez,” I bursted out, dang that no-filter-in-brain thing. Good thing he chuckled.
 
   “Yeah, don’t tell anyone but I’m Columbian by birth, so I’m bilingual, most people don’t expect it of me.” And my estimation of Mr. Copper went right up. Clever, funny, bilingual. Not bad for Palm Bay Police.
 
   “We need to ask you some questions about the people next door.”
 
   “What happened?” I piped in, I wanted to see what Mr. Policeman’s explanation was.
 
   “Well we can’t discuss the details, but the father Drew Jones, was found dead, we’re not sure the cause of death but it looks like overdose, it maybe suicide, we don’t know.”
 
   “How long have you lived here?” he asked with his pad out. “Me, three, him six.”
 
   “Do you know the Jones’?” Scratch scratch went his pen.
 
   “Yes, as neighbors do. We’re closest to the son, Jesse, is he ok?” In my popping out and in to check on both the lice and the situation, I had seen a very drawn looking Jesse at one point sitting in the bay of the ambulance. I just couldn’t believe this was happening.
 
   “Yes, he’s fine, the paramedics checked him out. We need to figure out what was happening over there today. If we could just stay focused…Did either of you see anyone coming or going from their house today?”
 
   Ben piped up, because we had in fact seen several cars come and go. It was nothing new. Ever since last year when Jesse got into trouble (for dealing and growing pot) and was on house arrest, there were upteen number of people coming and going. Even though Jesse was a troubled kid, as in the kind that gets into “official” trouble, I couldn’t help but like him. He was polite to me, helpful, always respectful. When you live next door to someone, a kid, someone who is motherless, you notice these things. The way he always brought my garbage pails up from the curb for me, the way he’d “find” an excuse to come over if he smelled something good cooking. When you live with someone who hates you, Ms. Julie, it was easy to look elsewhere for kindness and thoughtfulness and for me, Jesse was it. It was so hard to see him this last year turn into one of those “hard” punk kids. I just didn’t buy it. Lost, yes he was a lost boy, lost in the wilderness of teen boyhood that insists you be tough, but bad to the core, not Jesse. I always developed nicknames for people, it is kind of my thing, and Jesse was always my little muffin head or LMH for short. When he was being his “punk” kid self, I called him little shit head, or LSH. There were two people inside him, the muffin head and the shit head. Both of them I had true affection for.
 
   “Taylor and her mom were here, some kid named Stimpy, and the big kid across the street, honey, what’s his name?” Ben always looked to me for pertinent information.
 
   “Floyd, the big kid.”
 
   As he was writing Officer Krumpke (that was my new nickname for him -from West Side Story) was nodding, as in agreement.
 
   “Oh yes, we know Taylor, and Floyd.” As in, yes, the Palm Bay Police were more than acquainted with the local band of ruffians and rogues. Taylor was notorious in these parts, for a girl of 15 she’s gotten in and/or caused the majority of ALL incidents in our little corner of suburbia. Floyd was another of the lost boys, there were a small generation of them in our neighborhood, boys (and girls) who had dropped out of high school at age 14-15 and not returned. Spent their days getting in or causing trouble. At last count, I came up with a list of fifteen of them. That is a lot of kids, with way too much time on their hands. For such a quiet little suburban paradise, we had our troubles that was for sure. When the weather is an eternal 70 degrees I’ve noticed it is hard for people to want to change. I mean, coming from New England, the seasons change you, they literally make you change, clothes, gear, what you do and how you do it. When there are no seasons, except one cold front in January that dips into 50 degrees, there is no reason for that change. Florida causes permanent vacation brain. That’s my take on it. You have to fight to want to work, to want to change. If you don’t, you lay around causing some kind of trouble.
 
   “But who is Stimpy?” he asked looking into his notebook.
 
   “I think that’s what they call him, tall white/blond kid, lanky- older” added Ben. This time it was me nodding in agreement. “Drives a white truck, kind of beat up.”
 
   “And Pam came by later this afternoon too, right honey?” “Pam?” The officer asked scratching.
 
   “Pam is Drew’s girlfriend” I added
 
   “What’s going to happen to Jesse, is his mom coming?” asked Julie, she was standing in the front porch with her hair wrapped up and only a towel on. How is it that teen girls are so self-conscious except when it comes to flashing their skin.
 
   “Get inside now!” piped Ben in quite the stern voice.
 
   “Sorry, that was our daughter, what is going to happen with Jesse?” Poor cop, we kept interrupting him with questions. Plus, I didn’t hold out much hope that his mom would actually show up, but I couldn’t imagine that they’d let a kid on house arrest stay in a house with no supervision, age eighteen or not.
 
   “We haven’t been able to get a hold of her, do you have any numbers for her, where we might reach her?” Officer Krumpke asked.
 
   “No, we don’t do we honey?” I asked Ben this time. “No,” he agreed.
 
   “If you don’t mind me asking, do you know the mom well?” you could tell this was the question he wanted to ask from the beginning, about why the mom wasn’t around. Technically her and Drew weren’t even divorced yet, she kept holding out for a better settlement.
 
   “Not really, she left around the time I moved in, I’ve just seen her come back and forth to pick up Jesse sometimes and to get stuff from the house, ” I added.
 
   “Was it a contentious breakup?” Officer Krumpke was definitely scratching away now.
 
   Ben laughed and I couldn’t help but smile slyly. Sneaking around with a Yz half your age hunk-a-doo behind your husband’s back for YEARS, NOT home schooling your kids.
 
   “Yeah, it was pretty bad as break ups go,” I couldn’t help but chuckle. Ben added to my comment, “she was dating this guy, who was younger and Drew was pretty broken up by it all.” I liked when we completed each other sentences.
 
   “Do you think Drew was upset enough to take his own life?” asked the officer with a tone that was respectfully quiet.
 
   “See that’s thing officer, Drew seemed so much better these last few months, he was going out again, seeing this woman -Pam, right honey,” Ben asked me.
 
   “Yes, Pam seemed good for Drew.” I added. Pam was quite a character but seemed to be good for Drew, bright red hair and all.
 
   “Do you know how to contact Pam?” the officer asked.
 
   “Sorry officer we’re just not that helpful.” His question seemed odd to me, left me thinking, do neighbors usually have all different phone numbers for their neighbors, were we just slackers for neighbors?
 
   “What happens now officer, to Drew?” Where did you take a dead body? I don’t even know who, if anyone, would make any funeral arrangements?
 
   “We’ll take the body in for testing, toxicology and then release him to Strunk’s funeral home.” The officer clearly liked us because he seemed to give out this information reluctantly.
 
   “Well thank you for your help, here’s my card, call me if you remember anything else about the day.”
 
   “What’s going to happen to Jesse?” I asked.
 
   “We’ll take him down for further questioning, and then probably take him in.” My heart just dropped. Jesse back in jail. Yes, he was eighteen but barely so, yes he had done something very, very stupid but jail, adult jail for little muffin head. Ben could see I was upset.
 
   “Babes, there’s nothing we can do.” He said, with a little warning in his voice, he knew I had a soft spot for Jesse and maybe he resented it a little, since I didn’t much extend myself to the teen in my own house, but rather to the teen next door.
 
   I saw Officer Krumpke go talk to another cop and then go across the street to Floyd’s house, he was obviously canvassing. That was my cue. I needed to check on Julie and her lice. Getting lice at age 14 is truly a disaster of epic proportions. Because we all know how completely vital absolutely perfect hair is to teen girls. A bad hair day is cause for national concern. The thing about Julie is not only 1) did she probably hate my existence 2) was a typical teen girl but that 3) I wasn’t ready to totally give up on her, or her and I. It is hard to hold out hope that someone will love you. That if you are polite enough, patient enough, do enough favors, that surely that is enough to turn the tide. But the truth is, it hasn’t so far. Not with Julie. I did my best to hide it from Ben. I didn’t really want him to be aware that I felt such a big rift with her, but it was hard, she kept battering that ram, making it so very public.
 
   “Liz, can you finally help me finish?” Asked snot-job, I mean Julie. Every other word was dragged out, emphasizing that surely I was loafing on my stepmom job. (Feet up, sipping wine: lordy-loo how I wished that was true.) And of course, she didn’t call me “Bee” like Yaz but the more formal, “Liz”. I still hated that. It was like a grate against a chalkboard. I so wanted an affectionate name in my own house, yes my name was “Elizabeth” Liz for short and yes I was “Step-mom” but at least “Bee” or “Bean” like Yaz sometimes calls me has a little special feeling. “Liz” just seems so adult, so formal, so step-mom-ish.
 
   “Jules, after we finish, can you check the washer and put the clothes in the dryer or your jeans won’t be done for morning.”
 
   “My name is JULIE and my jeans have to be done, those are the only jeans I can wear tomorrow.” As in, the world will collapse if she wears something other than her jeans on Mondays. It is so hard for me to remember back to teen-hood. I just remember the pain of it. I think girls spend a lot of time in emotional pain which is why they lash out so much. I guess teen boys too. I remember what my friend Carol told my niece who was ten at the time, she said “get ready for the worst years of your life, but don’t worry, they do end.” It was an awful and beautiful thing to say and my niece, now 20 remembers it to this day. And that is what I have to remind myself, Jules, I mean JULIE is going through the worst years of her life. If I repeat that like a mantra I won’t have to remember not to “Sweat the Small Stuff” (yeah right.) I still think it is full of hullaballoo. It is all about the small stuff.
 
   Ben called out for me again. I don’t think he had been in the house once since the situation next door developed. Leave it up to him to get in the thick of things.
 
   “Babes, come out here will you?” He asked, with a tone of concern in his voice.
 
   I walked out, lice comb and towel in hand and just as I saw them putting Jesse into the police car, Ben said, “they are taking Jesse, honey, they are taking him in.”
 
   And that’s when my Sunday night ended, alls I could see from that point forward was the anguish in Jesse’s face. Father dead, headed to the police station, no mom around, and he looked at me and was crying and I dropped what I was holding for want of holding that poor boy in my arms. Poor little muffin head.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   I’m so glad my work is my respite. From my life. I’m lucky that way. Going from single girl to instant mom-hood and wife-ville was a pretty rough transition for me. I found that the hours between 9 and 3:30 when the girls got home, were my hours of peace. My list making haven. I’d go in, get coffee, figure out what jobs to design that day, figure out what lists I needed to make to keep the engine of our life oiled. Having to design posters for a living lightens things up. looking for an entire hour for the perfect smile out of thousands of stock photos of little children was a simple delight that I loved. My work brings me joy about 97% of the time and that is a true blessing.
 
   On today’s list though there was a job I wasn’t looking forward to. And that was a call from Jesse, from jail. He called last night and asked if we could allow him to call us collect from jail. Ben and I agreed, especially because no one had yet tracked down his mom, something about a Bahama cruise. Her ex-husband is dead, her son in jail and she’s off cruising the Caribbean with her boy toy. Lordy loo. These women. it is enough to drive you mad. Especially, if, like me, you are unable to have children. So those women who do and who can, with ease, and proliferate the world with spawn they don’t then take care, drives me nearly to drink. And sometimes nearly isn’t part of the equation. Hello chardonnay.
 
   They were supposed to be transferring Jesse to Stark’s- the maximum security facility about 40 minutes north. It was where he was held when the first arrested him over a year ago. Back then, Drew had asked that we go with him. He couldn’t drive he was too upset to be visiting his son in jail. That’s the thing you don’t think about when a young kid goes wrong, the heartbreak that the parent feels. The guilt. The questions. We saw it all that ride back and forth from jail. Drew questioning himself, where did he go wrong. I remember how small Jesse looked behind that glass, on that weird TV monitor. He looked small and defeated not big and tough.
 
   And there was another aspect that was troubling. And that was Drew’s death and what caused it. I knew Drew was depressed, I mean, his son was on house arrest, but I couldn’t see him killing himself, I just couldn’t. I knew Hollywood starlets overdosed with pain meds trying to quell their emotional pain but someone Drew wasn’t that bad. I guess you never really know, but recently Drew had been dating again. I mean, dating in the flamboyant, I’ve been cooped up for too long kind of way. His latest conquest was Pam, an older woman, with flame red hair who was no lady. Lately Drew seemed to be having fun. Poor Drew. There was just no way he off’ed himself.
 
   That was what Ben and I decided as we laid in bed talking before sleep last night. There was something I read, one of those relationship self help books, that said the most important 10 minutes of your day happen as you wake up and as you go to sleep. That if couples spent time talking and praising each other and connected during those most important minutes that you’d feel connected throughout the day .I don’t know if it is entirely true, those broad sweeps of generalizations always raised my hackles, but it worked true enough for us. Ben and I decided most things in those last ten minutes of the day, holding each other, cuddling with our dog.
 
   “There’s no way Drew committed suicide,” I had said.
 
   “Even Jesse doesn’t believe it, he said he and his dad had been getting along ok and his dad seemed happy with Pam.”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t believe it” added Ben taking a little too much of the covers for my taste.
 
   “If he didn’t off himself intentionally, than maybe accidentally,” I pondered.
 
   “Drew just didn’t seem like the pill popping kind of guy.” Ben was right, Drew worked at one of the large engineering tech firms in the area, made decent money, was a bit of a nerd. Nerds don’t pill pop do they?
 
   “Well if he didn’t do intentionally or accidentally, what happened?” As soon as I said it, the question hung in the air taking up it is own space. Because we both knew what that meant, Drew was poisoned or fed the pills by someone else. Jesse? No way. The ex-wife? But no, she was away. Who else? With that question between us we both drifted off.
 
   That next afternoon as I looked for an image of a stressed out man on my online stock photo house, the call from Jesse came. I knew it was him from both the caller ID and the recorded message at the beginning. After accepting charges, he was put through.
 
   “Jesse, how are you holding up?” “Did you hear, dad’s dead?”
 
   “I’m so sorry Jesse. Do they know anything else?”
 
   “They’ve been questioning me all night, apparently there was blood on the pillow and they are wondering if he was hurt on purpose.”
 
   “Oh no Jesse, how awful. What are they saying.”
 
   “That maybe it wasn’t an overdose, that maybe he was killed.” “Oh Jesse, we just have to take it one step at a time.” “No, Bee, you don’t understand, they think I did it. At least that’s why they are keeping me.”
 
   “Oh Jesse, that’s ridiculous, you told me last week when you were cleaning up the front of the house that you and your dad were getting along. This is just a big mistake. They have to have a reason to hold you, is there going to be a hearing?”
 
   “No Bee, it is not a mistake. At least they don’t think so. I’m going to be arraigned in the morning for violation of community control.”
 
   “Where are you, are you in holding still?”
 
   “They have me in a maximum security place, with two other guys, who are big.”
 
   “Oh Jesse, just hang on. Have you spoken with your lawyer?” Drew had hired a big gun of a lawyer to get Jesse’s sentence reduced to a juvenile crime but because of the amount of pot they found, he was sentenced to a year house arrest and five year’s probation, with adjudication withheld.
 
   “He won’t take the violation without more money.” Of course. You couldn’t even call a lawyer these days without first giving your credit card number for a retainer. And how was Jesse supposed to get money, with Drew dead.
 
   “Jesse, who is going to take care of things, the estate, that kind of thing?”
 
   “I guess my mom, when they find her. Can you go to the gym that Ray works at and find out if he left a number? I need her here.” Jesse sounded so sad.
 
   “Of course, it’s the Workout World on Malabar right?”
 
   “Yes, thank you.”
 
   “Jess, you don’t need to thank me, what else can we do for you?”
 
   “Is there any way I could get some commissary money, I just need $20 to get some candy bars.”
 
   “Sure Jess, we’ll put it in tonight.” Just then the two minute warning lady came on to tell us to wrap it up.
 
   “We have to go now Jess, you take care of yourself, keep to yourself, pray if you can, this will all work out. We’ll get through this, we’ll find your mom and it will all be over soon.” I could strangle his mom for abandoning him this way.
 
   “Bye Bee, thanks for the commissary.”
 
   Poor Jess. Eighteen, in prison, in maximum security like he’s some dangerous criminal. He had two pot plants growing in his backyard and was caught dealing to a 17 year old kid who ratted him out. It was a felony charge, third degree. Five to seven years in prison. By the grace of god it was reduced .I hate to see stupidity treated like a crime. There is a difference between being plain dumb and being malicious. Jesse was not malicious.
 
   Not like Julie. Woops, did I say that out loud? It was time for me to pick her up and take her to dance class. She was studying dance only to improve her chances to get on the Junior Varsity Cheerleading Squad. After a failed attempt in ninth grade, she wanted to be on the squad so bad but didn’t want to put in any effort. It took all of our persuasive powers and some bribery to get her to try it again, with training this time. Ben and I were concerned about her, about her willingness to give up things because they were too hard. We were trying to teach her a lesson about perseverance, but I’m not sure it was really sinking in.
 
   Does anything you say to a teen sink in? Or do they just hear “blah, blah, blah, blah, blah”?
 
   I pulled up to the front of the school.
 
   “Your late.” Nice greeting and how are you my lovely step daughter from hell.
 
   “Well, sorry, Jesse called and I had to take the call. How was your day?” Oh lovely child. Ben had to work on my sarcastic baiting of Julie. I used to snip back when she snipped at me and soon enough: cat fight. Ben “trained” me not to take the bait, but I can still think sarcastic thoughts at her. He can’t stop me in my own head.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “What’s going on with Jesse? Is he getting out? Do they think he killed Drew?” that was the most that Julie had talked to me in months.
 
   “No he didn’t kill Drew, Drew died of an overdose, we think. But no, he’s not getting out.”
 
   And that was that. The extent of our “girl” talk for the 14 minutes it took to get to class. Ben was always trying to get me to bond more with Julie. But it is like pulling teeth with a broken rusty plumber’s wrench. Beyond painful.
 
   After I dropped off Ms. Snot Breath- “see you in an hour” followed by a “hurrmph” on her part, I drove the five minutes to Workout World. The local strip club atmosphere gym that Ray, Bev’s boy toy, worked at. I was never a fan of co-ed gyms, there’s just too much testosterone looking for a landing pad for my taste. Give me an all girls gym with rich little ole ladies any day. But pump iron and trot on the treadmill in too tight clothes, yuck city.
 
   “Welcome to Workout World.” Said a half naked teen with gum in her mouth and her phone in the other (yes she was TNT, texting and talking).
 
   “Well welcome to yourself, I’m trying to find a guy named Ray, who works here, I need to get a hold of him somehow.”
 
   “Ray. Ray. We don’t have a Ray. Today it is just me at the front desk.”
 
   “No, I’m pretty sure he works here, and no, not at the front desk, he’s a trainer but not today, in fact, I think he’s away but could you ask someone who might know.” Cause clearly you don’t have a clue Ms. Half-naked TNT.
 
   She looked up at me with daggers in her eyes. I was actually going to make her get up from her chair. What is it with me and teen girls that they hate me so. Do I have an anti-teen tattoo on my head?
 
   “How can I help you?” Said an overly ON, well styled, well built blond. The kind you should hate just out of principle.
 
   “I’m looking for Ray, he’s a trainer here.”
 
   “Ray is here, he’s with a client now” she pointed as my jaw dropped. He wasn’t supposed to be there. He was supposed to be on a cruise with Bev, the mom-hussy.
 
   I stumbled out a “I’ll wait until he’s done, do you know how long.” While trying to figure out what to say to Mr. Hunk-a-doo male hussy on wheels.
 
   “He should only be another ten minutes. I can get you his card. Did you want a tour until he’s done?” Ms. Perfection gave my outfit and
 
   self a little up and down trying to figure out my weight or more precisely how long it would take me on one of those treadmills to lose the extra 15 or 45 pounds I was carrying.
 
   “No thanks, I’ll be over here.” I looked over in the direction of Mr. Hunk-a-do and he was looking at me. Gulp. It was good news though, if he was around, so would Bev be and that meant Jesse could go stay with her instead of being held in jail.
 
   After an eternity of having to watch tight buns left and right make their buns even tighter, and after checking my grocery list about eighteen thousand bagillion times, Mr. Hunk-a-doo seemed ready.
 
   “Ray,” I called to him as he was walking away. He looked back and gave me the same up and down Ms. Perfect did. By his estimation, I’d need about 12 training sessions with him to lose my extra package.
 
   “Yes, I’m Ray,” he said in a voice that was almost comically deep.
 
   “I’m Elizabeth, I live next door to Drew, and I’m looking for Bev,” it took him a little bit to be wary, but wary he was.
 
   “I don’t know where she is, I haven’t seen her since Friday night.”
 
   “Weren’t you two on a cruise?”
 
   “Yes, but what business is that of yours- we got back on Friday” he said getting snotty.
 
   “Well there’s been some trouble and Jesse needs Bev, do you have her number or a way I could get a hold of her.”
 
   “With Jesse there is ALWAYS trouble” he said and continued to stand there NOT reaching for a pen or paper or his phone. Clearly he didn’t like Jesse, or the fact that I lived next to Drew, probably thought I was on Drew’s side, which, by the by, I was. Or had been.
 
   “Listen, Jesse really needs his mom, I’m not fooling, you’ll probably find out anyway, but yesterday Drew was found dead.”
 
   “And Jesse did it?” He said not missing a beat. “No, why on earth would you say that?”
 
   “Well they hated each other.”
 
   “No, they didn’t. I should know I see them both every day.” This whole thing was getting way to confrontational, Mr. Hunk-a-doo was earning a new nickname, Mr. Annoying Arse.
 
   “Listen, can you give me a way to get a hold of Bev or not?”
 
   “Here’s her cell number,” he reluctantly pulled out a way too high-tech gadget and proceeded to rub the screen.
 
   I whipped out my phone and after several stumbles managed to get it into my own phone. And huffed out of there before saying “get lost” or “thanks for nothing”- Ben’s teaching me that saying nothing is better than saying wisecracks. (Although I’m still not sure I agree with him.)
 
   After rushing through the grocery store and picking up a sweaty, still snotty teen. It was time to rush home and start my real job. Break time was over.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “Latest Breaking News” was my favorite text that Ben sent me. He found a reason to send me a news bulletin every other day with some bit of information. It was a charming thing. Something I always enjoyed.
 
   So here it was.
 
   “Latest Breaking News” As if he were a news reporter on Fox
 
   News. I loved it. Cue in dramatic music. “What?” I always texted back. “I found out where Bev works.”
 
   “Really. Where? How did you find out?” It was always so silly having these conversations via text. So finally I just called cause I was too impatient for him to type his reply.
 
   “Where does she work honey?” “At Grotto Telecommunications.” “How did you find out?”
 
   “I was telling Nick, at work,” Nick was Ben’s best friend at the car dealership “and Nick told his mom, who works at GT about the whole Drew dead, Bev missing thing and she said, well I know a Bev. Turns out Nick just called her, it is the one and the same. There aren’t many Bev’s who are missing who date a boy toy whose ex-husband just turned up dead.” With the hours that they have to put in at the dealership (60-70) they spend a lot of time gossiping and joking with one another. We had become close with Nick and his wife Larissa – it was a funny and odd they were both 20 years younger than us but we liked them immensely and ended up spending a lot of time together, even if, as old farts, Ben and I cut out at 10:30 on any given night. They forgave us that one indulgence and the friendship blossomed.
 
   We had called and called the number we got from Mr. Hunk-a doo and straight to voicemail it went. This had been going on for two and a half days. Drew was dead. Jesse was in jail and Bev was missing. This was getting weird.
 
   Ben was determined to find her, Jesse’s mom. Mostly I think cause he didn’t want to spend any more money depositing commissary. And because he loved a good mystery, loved figuring things out.
 
   When Jesse got arrested the first time, you would have thought Ben was on the police squad the amount of time he spent researching the case. I swear he missed his calling. Apparently you can do a case court search and look up background information on anyone. It’s how we kept tabs on what was happening at Ben’s ex-wife’s house and which loser, I mean, boyfriend she was dating at the time. Some guys waste their time on the net playing games or gambling, not my husband, nope, he searches arrest records and court transactions and the property appraiser’s site. For hours.
 
   It was how he had found out that Taylor’s mom wasn’t the nicest mom on the block. Jesse and Taylor were on-again, off-again boyfriend and girlfriend. When Jesse got in trouble the first time they were off-again. Drew was ready to point the finger at anyone who had “corrupted” his boy. Naturally, his anger turned towards bad-news Taylor, wannabe hussy in training pants. Drew mentioned it to Ben, Ben took the bait and did some digging. Seems Taylor’s mom has quite the tainted history, armed burglary, check forgery, various drug and dui’s. A regular walking talking train wreck with four kids. Lordy loo. Another mother of the year. After Ben had turned over Taylor’s mom’s bio to Drew, things got bad between Jesse and Drew because as soon as her boyfriend was in jail, all of sudden they were on-again. It had been the biggest bone of contention between them, well, that, and the pot growing in the back yard. After that, we all kept tabs on Taylor’s mom and her beat up green SUV. It was odd, she made stops at all the local teen houses, otstensibly to drop off and/or pick up Taylor but somehow it was always Taylor’s mom doing the talking. Ben suspected she was a drug dealer herself. Drew was convinced that it was Taylor’s mom who told Jesse to deal and grow pot. For a long time, a month anyway, he banned them from the house but if you’ve done any time in a house with a sulking teen, you know how easy it is to cave. And he caved. Taylor was allowed over with supervision.
 
   “Plus, I found a home address.” “WHAT? Really!”
 
   “Yeah, I did the reverse phone look up on Bev’s number, I’m going to swing by there on my way home tonight- it is only about three miles from the house.”
 
   “Honey, don’t you think you should call Officer Krumpke, I mean, Nunez with this stuff.”
 
   “I will, I will, I just want to see for myself what’s what.”
 
   “Allright baby, I have to run.” “Love you”
 
   “Love you more.” We ended each conversation the same way. It wasn’t that Ben Stanis (short or Americanized from Stanislov) was the perfect man, but I regularly called him “the Best Husband on the Planet.” In reality, I’m married to a thrifty 46 year old car salesman who is Russian, which means he’s foreign-born, quick to anger, conservative beyond belief, he’s obsessed with playing pool (2 nights a week now), has indulgent parenting skills, is neglectful of his extended family and tends to offend people when he walks into the room and says “the king is here” (he really does this). He smokes too much, likes his vodka and wants to eat and sleep on his days off. Oh and doesn’t take out the garbage. So why am I continually in a state of bliss with him? Because I have the best husband on the planet. From my end of it, I have a husband who will walk to the ends of the earth for his family, pays 75% of the bills, works until his knees drop, treats me like a queen, has the heart of a lion and angel. He’s the strongest man I’ve ever met. He respects me completely, is entirely committed to fidelity, and weeps and laughs at the drop of a hat— he takes care of all “house” related things (eventually) and on some days runs the entire little kingdom. He regularly compliments me, tells me I’m the best wife on the planet, is so appreciate of everything I do it can get sickening at times, one year he bought me a car, the next replaced our roof and got me new appliances. I’ve never been happier in any relationship. How do you take a flawed (and real) man and turn him into the best husband on the planet? it is simple. You let him be the man he is, you compliment him, feed him,  take care of girly things and let him take care of manly things. It’s a bit of a knock-off from the 50s housewife thing, but dang, I look good in heels vaccuming the floor (not that  really do that, but it IS a bit of a fantasy of mine). I’d love to stay home and cook and clean all day. it is funny, I grew up an ardent feminist and now my sole ambition is to be the good stay at home wifey-woo. Go figure.
 
   Plus there is the whole intercultural thing. Ben’s been in America for about 20 years and has almost completely lost his accent and like many immigrants, loves everything American. it is funny so many conservative talk shows berate immigrants as “taking” from Americans: jobs, money, resources but I’ve never seen a more pro-American group than my in-laws. They love America. Beer, baseball, hotdogs, voting, scandals. You’ve never seen a bigger fan of American Idol than my hard hitting Russian husband. I’ve literally seen him weep over a good patriotic ballad. But it is also what makes him distrustful of cops. Where he comes from all cops, all officials are corrupt. He can’t get it through his skull that you can’t simply buy your way through the legal system. Which is why he is always so gung ho to conduct his own investigation.
 
    It is fun to watch him get jazzed up and play amateur sleuth - I guess that makes me his goofy sidekick.
 
   It would have been almost fun except for the fact that we knew the players and it all just made it sad. Poor Jesse, three days in jail, remanded to the state until they can “find” his mom. Drew’s memorial service was scheduled for Saturday and they weren’t even sure if Jesse would be able to come.
 
   We had talked to Jess twice so far this week and he definitely seemed worse after the second time when we had to tell him we couldn’t get a hold of his mom, that it seemed she was missing. He was stuck in some bad limbo land. And had even said: “I don’t think I can make it in here, ” in a very small boy kind of voice.
 
   “Liz, I can’t find my Ipod.” Julie burst in slamming her bag down on the dining room table. Yaz was trailing behind her rolling her eyes at the antics of her sister.
 
   “How are you Julie, Yaz, how was your day?” Gritting my teeth at the obnoxiousness that is Ms. Jules.
 
   “Did you NOT hear me, I can’t find my Ipod!”
 
   “Did you leave it in your jeans? The jeans that you washed the other night?” I knew the answer to this since I found the Ipod, washed, the next day in the washing machine. Rather than yell at her for ruining it, I chose to do what all evil, I mean, good stepmoms do, simply wait for her to notice. And as I asked her I pulled it out of the junk drawer and handed it to her. This was the second IPOD she ruined, this time, at least, it was her mom who had bought it for her, even after we asked her not to saying that Julie was clearly not responsible to have one. Serves her right.
 
   “Oh crap, crap, crap, crap”
 
   “You don’t use that language in this house.” She knew better. “I’ll use whatever language I want” as she stormed off dramatically. I felt my temperature rise and needed to calm down. I looked down at my dog, my sweet dachshund who looked up at me with anticipation, was I going to yell?, or drop some food down for him? Was it time for a walk? I could see all these thoughts race across his face. Deciding to reward the only good kid in the room I walked up to Yaz, took her in my arms.
 
   “Honey, sorry about that, your sister gets a little angry. You know we don’t use bad words in this house, right?”
 
   “I know. I don’t use that kind of words,” my little one said. Or semi-little one.
 
   “That’s right, cause you are a good kid.” Implying that Julie was bad. Probably not the best psychological remnant to say about her own sister but at that point I was done caring.
 
   I figured starting dinner was my best bet and being the good kid she was Yaz helped me. She was so sweet, it is like she carried the burden of her bad older sister and needed to work it off. Like penance. I almost felt guilty for how much I enjoyed little Yaz cause I certainly didn’t enjoy Jules.
 
   After a bit, I heard the garage door and Bear, our dog, barked meaning that Ben was home. Finally. I spritzed myself and ran to meet him at the door, hiding, as usual, just off to the side. It was a little game we played every day. He’d come sneaking in and say “where’s mama?” and our dog usually pointed out where I was. I jumped out and hugged him.
 
   “Hey baby, welcome home. Did you find her? Bev? Did you go by there” I asked excitedly.
 
   “Oh no, I’m telling you right away, cause the plot thickens as we speak,” he said ominously, teasing me. I ran after him and tickled him on his side: “What does that mean, TELL ME!”
 
   “Nope, not until I have my beer and have a cigarette.” He said teasingly back. I ran to get him a beer and brought it to him. He dramatically took his time getting settled into the front porch with this cigarette, taking it out slowly, lighting it slowly, and I was bouncing up and down on the second chair.
 
   “Come on, come on, Come on!”
 
   “Well, as you know, I looked up Bev’s address on the computer. I stopped by there but she wasn’t there. But guess who was?”
 
   I was ready to jump out of my chair, “who???” “Pam.”
 
   “Pam?”
 
   “Red-haired Pam that Drew was dating.” “What, why was she at Bev’s?”
 
   “Turns out she owns the house and was renting the mother in law suite out back to Bev.”
 
   “What?? They KNOW each other?”
 
   “Apparently so, doesn’t that seem extra weird, that they EACH were involved with Drew?” He was puffing dramatically on his cigarette clearly enjoying the gossip of it all.
 
   “I can’t believe that. If Pam knows Bev why would she be involved with Drew?”
 
   “Pam brushed off the whole Bev thing, said she hadn’t seen her, I guess they didn’t get along- so maybe they didn’t know each knew Drew or maybe they did and didn’t care. But she spent most the time talking about Drew. She was pretty broken up. She had a bunch of info on the memorial service, I guess she’s arranging it.”
 
   “That seems weird, they only knew each other for a short time. They were dating what, 2 months?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess it does seem weird.” He added. We both paused to dissect this particularly strange turn in the story.
 
   I guess it was time to turn to less interesting things. “Honey, Julie swore at me, well didn’t swear but said crap, repeatedly.” I almost hated to bring it up considering that he seemed in a good mood and I hated to ruin it because of some teen antics. BUT she was his daughter and he needed to go sort her out. Luckily after a particularly nasty fight last spring where I stormed off in my car to get away from Julie’s nastiness I had pretty much disengaged. Which is a fancy word for stopped giving a shit. I ended up in a car crash that night, because I was upset. I could have hurt myself, my dog, the other people in the car, all because some teen snot nose didn’t want to visit my parents for the night. I had stormed off, determined to go to my parents without them all, I was crying and shaking and rear-ended an off-duty cop who was quite upset and who got more upset with my upsettedness. It turned into a ridiculously awful night because I let her get to me. It was then I realized that it was her or my marriage. I chose my marriage. Since that night, I let Ben take the lead on any confrontation with Jules. It makes things easier for me, and keeps our, mine and Jules’ interactions to a minimum. She gets what she wants, Daddy’s attention, I get what I want, a peaceful marriage. It’s a weird, stand-offish win-win but it works.
 
   “I’ll talk to her.” Was his only response. I knew he’d do what needed to be done.
 
   Later that night, after dinner (and only a few jabs from Jules about not eating such and such) Ben got back on the computer to check on Jesse’s status. They had been scheduled to have a hearing to determine where and how to hold him. He hadn’t technically violated his house arrest unless his pee test came back positive but they didn’t have anywhere to put him, seeing that he was under Drew’s supervision and currently Drew wasn’t supervising anything except the inside of a coffin.
 
   “OH MY GAWD!” is alls heard and I rushed into the computer room to check.
 
   “What?!?”
 
   “They are charging Jesse with murder, first degree.” “What?!?”
 
   “It is right here.” As he pointed to the register of actions on the computer and flipped back towards the detailed charges.
 
    
 
   D I  11/02              61  3
 
   ARREST AFDVT:
 
   Chg: 782.04 Murder. First Degree Felony
 
    
 
   “Oh my god, they think Jesse killed Drew. There is just no way. They must have come back with something from the autopsy. How do we find out?” I was thinking out loud while my heart was pounding. I just didn’t believe it. There was no way Jesse would hurt Drew. Maybe accidentally.
 
   “I think it is time to call Officer Krumpke.” Said my oh-so-smart husband.
 
   Latest breaking news indeed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Turns out, we didn’t have to wait for a call back from Officer Krumpke at all. Jesse and Drew’s manner of death were all over the news that next morning.
 
   Troubled teen arrested and tried as Adult in Murder of Father
 
   PALM BAY- An eighteen year old boy will be tried in adult court on charges including first-degree murder in the death of his father. Jesse Ronald Jones faces two counts related to the October 29th poisoning death of his father. He’s accused of killing his father by feeding him Drano and sleeping pills in their home on Glencove Avenue off Emerson Drive. The cause of death was listed as homicide.
 
   Jones who was previously arrested for drug charges has been held at Stark’s penitentiary since he was arrested.
 
   Court proceedings to this point have been sealed to the public and parties involved have been bound by a gag order.
 
   The charges against Jones include one count of first-degree murder and one count of first-degree assault with a deadly weapon.
 
    
 
   It was on Channel 6 news which we turn on to watch for weather (balmly again today) and traffic updates.
 
   “Honey, oh my gawd, come see, Jesse’s on TV, ” yelled Ben. All three of us girls came running from various places in the house, each with a brush in hand.
 
   “Aww,” is what I said in response to seeing Jesse in an orange outfit being led somewhere shackled.
 
   “OMG,” as in OMG (Oh my god) is what Jules said, she often talked in letters these days.
 
   “Aww,” Yaz said imitating me. Bless her little head. We all four were stunned.
 
   “Drano?” I was speaking in one word sentences now. Ben kept rewinding it and replaying the same small clip so we could digest the poisoned by Drano bit. How awful. Could they really think Jesse could do that? There was no way. It must have been a mistake. This whole thing was starting to get too serious and too scary and it was starting to hurt my head and my heart. How could I have such warm feelings towards someone charged with such a heinous crime? The whole thing was making me sick, making me doubt my own self. Had Jesse really resented hid dad that much? Drano? Who does that?
 
   “Ok girls, time to get ready,” Ben said as he looked at me. Dang that, having to be an adult. I wanted to take the day off, go see Jesse, demand he tell me what really happened. Find out more. Dang work, dang step-kids, dang being responsible. Did the world know what was important?
 
   We all folded into our routine, me putting out breakfast, the girls not eating it, well, Jules not eating it, both Ben and I watched the girls get on the bus and as soon as they did a TV Van pulled up and we turned to each other and went inside and said at the same time:
 
   “Drano?”
 
   “Oh my god Ben, this is so bad. Poor Jesse.”
 
   “We don’t know that Jesse didn’t do it, Bee, they must have a reason to charge him.”
 
   “Ugh. It is just so awful.”
 
   “Ben, I want to go see him. I want to hear it from him.”
 
   “Bee, we can’t, it is not our weekend.” Meaning unless we made arrangement otherwise, the girls were supposed to be with us this weekend because god forbid we change it.
 
   “Can’t we ask her to take them this weekend instead, we have the memorial service tomorrow and everything, just this once, please?” Ben looked at me with a disgusted look. Both he and I knew what this meant, an actual conversation with Countess Von Stinker, or Jules and Yaz’s mom, as we called her. It was our sick little joke of a nickname. But if you met her, you’d understand.
 
   Ben grunted a response that meant, ok, but you do it and don’t expect a good outcome.
 
   After two emails, a Facebook request and one voice mail, and three fully designed posters later, I finally got a response from Countess Von Stinker, she would grant our request, just this once. Dealing with her was like pulling teeth. You would think that a mother would jump at the chance to get an extra weekend with her kids, but no, not if it meant being nice to us. God forbid she do us any favors. It was always all about her. Apparently she was preparing her seminar, something about healing with sticks and would have to cut her preparations short to see her kids early. Lordy-loo on a stick. Countess Von Stinker was a new age healer. And not that there’s anything wrong with that, she’s just a bit of a tree-hugging, astrology following hippy. Turns out though, Countess Von Stinker is a bit of a gossip hound too. The only way I got her to agree was to give her some of the dish on the whole Jesse/Drew thing. She knew they lived next door and was all hyped up that we lived next to a murderer and more importantly that her BABIES lived next to one. It was all I could do to hold back the throw up that was inching up my throat. As much as I tried to assure her that her BABIES were safe and that Jesse was NOT indeed the murderer, the more crazy she became until finally I had to bag off the call claiming a work call was coming in. How Ben have ever married and fathered two children with her was a complete mystery. I mean, for one thing, she’s a slob. Like a walking talking Pig-Pen from Charlie Brown with stuff just billowing off her, except her dirt and stink was all patchouli smelling. She walked around with a tea cup full of organic tea and brandy in a big skirt claiming that the entire world didn’t understand her and that only she held the key to the secret of the universe, because it was in the last astrological chart she made. I really think the reason she doesn’t have custody is that she really doesn’t want the burden of raising her kids. There are so many women out there that love having babies but hate raising them, and she’s one of them. Let’s see, there was Countess Von Stinker, Mom-Hussy from next door, Taylor’s mom, and that was just in my immediate circle.
 
   Sure enough, like a moth to a flame, Countess Von Stinker made a scene at the drop-off that night. Eight times out of ten she did. There was the jumping on the hood of the car incident, the trying to run me over incident (yeah, that really happened, I stopped going to drop offs for a year after that) and then this:
 
   “I’m not sure my babies should live in your neighborhood with all the crime and murders that happen there.” Like murder happens every other day on Palm Tree lined Glencove Avenue.
 
   “Where the hell are they going to live then? With you? You can’t even clean up your yard or clean up after your cats, never mind children. AND they get lice every single time they come here.” Ben jumped at her bait. I put my hand on his shoulder but he shrugged it off, and I knew then it was going to get ugly so I jumped to help the girls with their bags.
 
   “You are such a woman-hater Ben Danechka Stanislov, you know nothing about raising girls. I should have never let you take custody from me.” And here we were, at round eighteen thousand and ten.
 
   “At least I know how to feed them and cloth them, like a normal parent does- not like you hippy freak.”
 
   I threw both girls bags on the front entry way just in time to usher Ben into the car. (I had packed each of their bags with a treatment of RID —I got it in a big pack at Sam’s Club— urging them to wash everything they touched and do a treatment before they came home.) I ended up driving because I knew he’d be too upset and would have rather stayed and fought it out. She screamed as we pulled rather hastily out of the drive. I hated that, their fighting, it meant they were still tied to each other, a tie I couldn’t touch. It is amazing to me how many threads of small bitterness I can taste in a single day.
 
   We got to the prison ahead of schedule, with Ben finally calmed down after the encounter with Ms. Hippy Bitch - for someone so “centered” in the universe she was certainly off her kilter.
 
   Ben sat at the table outside the little grey pre-fab trailer where the video hookups were for prisoner visitation and smoked. He always did that, chain smoked when something upset him. But I knew it wasn’t just Countess Von Stinker that was getting to him, he didn’t want to come here today. Not as much as I did. I needed to see Jesse and see his face and have him tell me he did not murder his dad. If I could see it and really believe it, then my heart would be settled. Not my head, because if not Jesse, then who, who could have fed Drano to a man and burned him from the inside out while he laid sedated from pills. Uugh it was too awful to fathom.
 
   We went in and signed in and were ushered to the waiting area while they fetched Jesse. There we sat with our fellow visitors, a lot of moms with small kids hanging off them, some older weary looking moms probably visiting their got too drunk and drove middle aged kids, the hooker girlfriends. It was a sad, dreary place with an odd institutional feel.
 
   Finally it was our turn.
 
   “Jesse, honey, how are you holding up” I said into the phone/video hook up. I could see him and see right away how upset he was. He looked so small and scared.
 
   “I didn’t do it, Bee, I swear didn’t do it,” and he cried, I mean sobbed into the phone. You could see the other inmates in his cell block area roaming around behind him and for him to be this vulnerable, in jail, just killed me.
 
   “It’s okay, Jess, it is okay. I believe you.” And I did, I just couldn’t imagine him harming his dad that way. As tears came to my eyes, I was grateful Ben nudged me to take a turn on the phone.
 
   “Jess, listen, you know this is recorded right, anything you say can be used at a future time, so be careful what you say, but we believe you didn’t do this. But we need to figure out who did. You need to focus with me kid, what happened that day, tell me everything.”
 
   “I can’t, I can’t really remember that much. Taylor came over and we got drunk, we had VSOP and we finished it, we were watching Cops and drinking. My dad was there, but was in the back computer room for a while, Pam came over for a bit and then left and then he went to take a nap. The thing is, I don’t remember cause I was drunk. I tried telling that to the cops but they didn’t believe me and didn’t test me for an hour after we got to the station. By that time I wasn’t lit at all. What am I going to do, Ben, Bee, what is going to happen?” And with that he started tearing again and I started tearing.
 
   Just then we heard the clerk yell out: “Visitor Two for Jones, Visitor One time up.”
 
   I got back on the video phone: “Jess, we have to go, call us, we’ll figure this out, just take it one step at a time, remember to pray, God can help you now more than you know, lean on him, okay.”
 
   As we were leaving we saw them, Taylor and her mom. Her mom looked like a squashed dirty version of the Pillsbury dough boy, with stringy long hair in a stylishly out of date sweat pant suit. Must have been her dress clothes, for the jail visit. They must be visiting Jess, they were the reason we had to go. As we passed them Taylor’s mom gave us a dagger look. Probably because Ben was giving her one right back.
 
   “I can’t believe they came,” I said as soon as we were out of the building.
 
   “Right?” Ben said, but I could see he was pondering something else and not really clued in to any utterances from me.
 
   “What did he say about that day?” I asked, I could see and hear a little but the phone line keeps most stuff mumbled and thus private.
 
   “He said Pam was there, and Taylor. It must be one of them.” Pam, I thought no way. Taylor. Maybe.
 
   “Pam, no way, Taylor, maybe.” I nodded at him.
 
   “Hmmm.” Was all he said as he reverted into his own thinking space
 
   As we headed home we picked up some Chinese, this was our EOW routine, hang around in sweats watching tv and eating food from the carton and generally acting like slobs on our “night” off. It was hard maintaining a facade of always being the adult so when you got the chance not to, it was a real treat. We made quite a night of it, eating ourselves full, drinking beer, watching trash TV and finally making love in the living room. I could get used to this no kid on the weekend thing I thought guiltily.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Laundry. Every Saturday was the same thing, laundry and more laundry. And this time, I had to wash all the sheets from the girls room AGAIN, plus their towels and comforters. Luckily, I had color coded all the towels the minute I moved in. Green for Yaz, Pink for Jules, tan for me and Ben. This might not sound important, but the devil is in the details and when you are a single girl, moving into a house with near strangers, towel ownership was a big deal.
 
   Plus, I had to get both the laundry and the grocery shopping done by 1p.m. when Ben would be home, we’d change, and head out to Drew’s memorial service. It was such a shame that Jesse couldn’t come but I suppose being accused of murdering his father had to have something to do with that. Every time I thought about it, I cringed. Just the manner of death. Drano, or something like it, burned Drew’s esophagus while he laid comatose from pills. So someone fed him the pills and then fed him the Drano, or vice versa. Horrible. What people do to each other. Sometimes I swear Rodney King had it right, couldn’t we all just get along. Life is hard enough just getting laundry done, I mean holy bejesus,  it is no wonder they don’t inject anti-depressants into the drinking water. Everyone I knew was on some pill or another. It’s like you hit age 37 and your hormones go wacky, your synapses stop firing and it takes pharmaceuticals to get it all right. I’d been known to use anti-depressants and over the counter sleeping pills myself. Anxiety, insomnia, irritation at being a stepmother, irritation at being not the perfect wife, slight depression, too much red wine, whatever the reason, and there was any mix of the above and I could have been the one in Drew’s position. Hand me that pill, hand me that glass, I could see it, drink it down, lay down and bleed and burn from the inside out and sleep right through it. Gah. Completely morbid. I had to stay focused on the fact that I only had two dryer sheets to do and three more loads. Reuse the sheets? Hmmm. Big, big thoughts.
 
   After running around, I was completely sweaty and a little frenzied by the time Ben got home from work to accompany me to the memorial service. It was being held at Strunk’s, I was at least familiar with the place from my Aunt’s funeral last year. Funeral homes are always such sad places, and not just because of what they do, but because of the decor. Strange padded institutional seating, weird combinations of pastels, and now they all came with overhead projection screens for the “memorial” video/photo collage. And always too cold. I had brought my gold/brown wrap for just that reason. Plus it matched my heels nicely.
 
   We pulled up late (Ben couldn’t find a tie, GAH!) and had to park much too far away, Drew’s was obviously not the only service that day. I was irritated cause I wore my pointy brown heels and the parking lot was less than level. Ben walked ahead of me, he has a much faster gate, plus I was hobbled my heels. Dang they look good but phooey, hard to navigate gracefully in. The eternal problem of good fashion, whatever looks good is NEVER 100% comfortable and whatever is 100% comfortable NEVER looks good. Why is that? These were my thoughts I thought guiltily as we headed in to Drew’s service, shouldn’t I be remembering good thoughts about Drew. Not that we really had many. He was a talker. Talk, talk, talk, talk, talk, talk. Both Ben and I developed a habit of ducking in our house as fast as we could whenever Drew was out front, cause lordy-loo, if you got caught in a conversation your afternoon was shot. Not such a warm memory. I could think about the time we saw Drew and Pam out at karaoke one night at Crossroads. That was fun. It’s always fun to see people do karaoke, to see what “songs” live inside them. I remember being surprised when Drew sang Krypotonite by Mario. I just didn’t see him as a “I wanna be your superman” kind of guy. But there you go. Everyone’s got someone else inside them that they want to be. Me, I’ve got a little Dolly Parton inside my soul, it’s my staple karaoke song, “Harper Valley PTA.” And Pam that night, it was really the first time we had spent time with them as a couple. She was a hoot. Got way up in your personal space, you know those types, that just insist on standing arm to arm, or getting up real close to your face when they talk, it’s like they have some sort of hearing problem but  it is kind of flirty and annoying all at once. Pam sang some Joan Jett and the Blackhearts song, what was it, oh yeah, Bad Reputation, perfectly suited her. As I said, she’s a bit older than Drew, or was, maybe about 55 or so, you can see her age on her face, but that’s it, she’s got quite the rack for an older lady, probably falsely falsies, skinny as a rail, bright orange hair, she was wearing a tight red shirt that night and her lipstick was inches thick. She talked almost as much as Drew did. It was funny, seeing Drew, thick glasses, and all, trying to be hip, he was wearing a “cool” shirt and his hair was a little spiked with gel. And then that song. It was funny, it was like his mid-life crises but forced on him.
 
   I was thinking of this night as we took our seats, in the middle on the left side near the curtains that mysteriously were always closed and went into adjacent rooms. Just then we saw Pam come out of one of the curtains and wave and smile big at us. Like we ran into her at the grocery store or at a bar, not quite the quiet decorum you’d expect at a funeral home.
 
   “Hey guys, so nice to see you.” “Hey Pam, we’re so sorry.”
 
   “Oh yeah, sorry. Did you see Drew’s mom, she’s sitting up front with his uncle, and his boys I’m up there too, gotta skedaddle.”
 
   I leaned over to Ben, “that was weird.” “Right?”
 
   “Why is she sitting with his family? If anyone should be it should be Bev, I mean, she’s the mother of his children .Is Bev even here?”
 
   Both Ben and I were doing a 360 with our heads as inconspicuously as we could which was pretty NOT under the radar if you get my gist. But no Bev. Which means she was still missing?
 
   “She must be still away, or missing, or whatever she is,” added Ben still looking over his program towards the back door as casual as he could.
 
   But we spoke too soon. Cause right then, Bev, all135 pounds of her buff, revamped self, came through the door. We only knew cause we heard some collective gasps from around the room (was one from Pam?) and a “mom’s here” from one of Drew’s younger sons who was sitting up front.
 
   I have to admit, she looked striking, her hours with her personal trainer, the tanning salon, the hair salon (was she wearing extensions?), the nail salon, she was clearly keeping multiple salon’s in business, cause she was coifed. Wearing an elegant, perhaps too elegant, black cocktail dress. Not quite funeral wear. She looked like she was about to enter a swanky martini bar, not bury her ex-husband. We watched, our jaws drooping slightly as she hugged, off-handedly, her two sons that were there. And what about the son that wasn’t? I wanted to pipe up, where have you been? Have you seen your son who is in jail? I could feel the flush rise in me, this justifiable anger I wear so well these days. It’s like a generic blanket I pull out for comfort, this resentment I have against mothers who don’t mother. I want to shake them and say, don’t you get it, don’t you see what you have?
 
   “Check out Pam” Ben said as quietly as he could leaning into me. Pam was clearly flustered and clearly did not plan on having her parade ruined by the appearance of Mrs. Drew Jones—after all they weren’t officially divorced. I realized just then that Bev at least had had the dignity NOT to bring her boy toy, Mr. Hunk-a-doo.  it is funny, I don’t think I’ve ever seen them apart except for this week and now twice. But yeah, Pam kept darting around, trying to maintain like she was busy while Bev took her place up front with the family. I saw that none of them were that close, besides the kids, of course, but it looked like Drew’s mom was none too happy. I have to admit, not having been THAT close to Drew, except in a polite neighborly kind of way, was making all this intrigue at the funeral somewhat interesting. Like a little soap opera. The girlfriend, the ex-wife, the strange manner of death, the family vs. the ex-wife. Like a bad whodunit. Course, there really was the question of who had done it.
 
   Just as was getting carried away with the movie playing in my own head, the funeral director welcomed us all there, acknowledged the family, said some generic tomes about Drew having gone before his time. The slideshow started. There was some corny music playing so at odds with the “superman/kryptonite” persona that Drew adopted that night. You always wonder at a funeral or memorial, is this what the person would have wanted? Would Drew choose this music? I think not. I don’t know who it was who put the slideshow together but including a smiling picture of Drew and Jesse, arm in arm, was probably not in the best taste since it sent Drew’s mom into hysterics up front. During the whole thing, both Ben and I concentrated almost all our attention on Pam, sitting on one side of the family and Bev, sitting on the other. I still couldn’t get over that they knew each other, and better yet, were landlord and tenant. Surely they both knew of the Drew connection, why would they condone that? Why would Bev? Did she really not care, I mean, she spent almost 14 years with Drew, and had three kids, surely there was some sort of animosity towards him dating again, even though she was the dumper not the dumpee. And Pam? She’s the funny one, knowing Drew all of two months, acting like the current wife, doing all the wifely duties, arranging this memorial service. Odd. The whole thing.
 
   There were some people from Drew’s work, that was nice, they clearly respected him and liked his quirky talkative ways (yes, they mentioned his love of gab), and his uncle spoke, in a stilted, halting way. But my thoughts kept turning to the one family member NOT here, poor Jesse. What did the family think of his being charged? What did Bev think? I knew both Ben and I wanted answers. Had she seen Jesse? Was she going to?
 
   And just as cheesily as it had begun, with bad music, the service ended. The official service. Now was the line of greeting, we’d get to see Bev.
 
   “Let’s go” said Ben, ushering me as quick as he could without being overtly rude ahead of other people in line. Ben hated lines. But I also knew he was just as anxious as I to get to Bev.
 
   As we reached Pam, she was dabbing her mascara ridden eyes in fake sorrow taking in like a horse to water everyone’s condolences. “We’re so sorry,” we said, and she embraced us both in a hug like we were life long friends. We had met her three times total.
 
   We offered our condolences to Drew’s mom and uncle and said hi to the kids, it was nice to see them, when they were sent away last year it was sad to see them go, but the level of noise and the debris in the yard went down significantly I thought, again, guiltily. What was it with me and the guilt-ridden admissions?
 
   And there she was. The ex-wife. The one who was “missing” all week. Didn’t look like she was “missing” it looks like she spent the week at a spa.
 
   “Bev,” Ben started. He had known her the longest, was there for the whole breakup. She was mostly gone by the time I appeared on the scene, except for some drop-offs and pick-ups of Jess.
 
   “We’re so sorry,” it felt SO awkward saying that cause I knew, and everyone in the room knew Drew’s death was no big loss to her. Her life just got 10, 000 times better with Drew out of the picture.
 
   “Have you seen Jesse?” she asked, surprising both Ben and I.
 
   “Yes, we have” I added somewhat haltingly.
 
   “How is holding up?” she asked, implying that she hadn’t seen her own son.
 
   “Are you going to see him?” I answered her with a question. This was really the only reason we came today, to see if she showed, to pay our respects and to try and get some answers for Jesse’s sake.
 
   “I might, last time I checked I wasn’t on the visitor list, you know they can only have four visitors listed, right?” she stated and moved us along the line greeting the next person behind us.
 
   “What?” I said as I turned around towards her but she was already in the arms of some coworker of Drew’s. I suppose the receiving line was not the best place to have a conversation, but she lied. I knew for a fact that she must be on Jesse’s list. I mean, she’s his mom, ok, maybe he took her off after she was missing, but it would only take a phone call to clear it up. I was huffing and puffing when Ben nearly had to drag me away. We went outside and saw that more than a few people were milling around in a somewhat polite way. I suppose it wasn’t good form to take right off after a memorial service but we really didn’t know that many friends of Drew’s if any. Just then we saw another neighbor from the other side of Drew’s house, Mr. Stidmore, Hank.
 
   “Hey Hank” said Ben.
 
   “Hey Ben. What a shame eh?” Hank was an older black guy that Drew seemed to get on with well. I remember being over there only once, when Drew dragged me over to raid Mr. Stidmore’s avocado tree, he had this huge tree that apparently only yielded fruit for one week a year and the avocados literally rained down during that week. Drew said that he and Hank had planted that tree together when they both moved in years back and were the only two folks on the block.
 
   “Yeah, really strange what they are saying.” Ben added.
 
   “Tell me about it, you can say what you want, but that Jesse, he ain’t no killer, dumb as a skunk on a trunk, but a killer, no way.” Hank added shaking his head.
 
   “I think the same thing,” I piped in.
 
   “Did you see Bev?” Trying to gage his reaction.
 
   “Yeah, that tart looks pretty good don’t she?” added Hank. “Yeah,” was all could say to that, smiling.
 
   That was pretty much all we had to say to each other and we all knew we had run out of things to say, so when in doubt, bring up the Florida weather.
 
   “What do you think is it going to turn cold anytime soon, feels like this summer never ended.” Ben was always the one to keep a conversation going.
 
   Just as they brought that up, I realized I had left my wrap in the funeral home. I excused myself and went in. The room was almost empty except for, interestingly, Pam and Bev, flanked by her two sons. And they were talking, furiously it looked like. I pretended to drop my scarf so I could spend more time in the room, but the only thing I heard was something about “back rent” from Pam. Bev noticed me and shushed up and threw me a dagger look. I waved my wrap at them and went on my way.
 
   I could see Ben was having more trouble in the conversation with Mr. Skidmore since the weather had run  it is course, so I quickly piped in, “we have to go honey” as I took his arm and he strided and I wobbled on my heels back to the car.
 
   “Ok honey, when I went back in Pam and Bev were talking in not so nice tones, the only thing I heard was something about back rent” I garbled out wanting to dissect the whole day and get his reactions to things.
 
   “Yeah, they clearly don’t like each other so that makes it weird that Bev is renting to Pam, unless Pam found out about Drew and that he was available and jumped on it.” Ben speculated.
 
   “Yeah, that could be it. But what did you make of Bev lying about being on Jesse’s list.”
 
   “We’ll just have to wait and clarify it with Jess when he calls,” Ben’s so pragmatic it hurts, I wanted gossip not advice.
 
   “But what do you make it of, where has she been?” And as we were pulling left out of the parking lot we saw him, Mr. Hunk-a-doo, in his red Nissan ZX, across the street, parked in a restaurant parking lot.
 
   “Look honey, it’s the boy toy what’s he doing?” And Ben slowed the car as I whipped around, subtle as an overdone pork chop, to stare and Mr. Hunk-a-doo was glaring right back at me. And just like that started his car. I whipped back around and said, “honey, I think he’s pulling out.” Did Bev know he was there? Did he drive her? Or did he follow her there? Inquiring minds wanted to know.
 
   “Turn around Ben, turn around, let’s follow him.” I said, clearly getting into the drama of the situation and knowing my Ben, he took the bait. We eased up on the on-ramp to 1-95 with boy toy’s red sports car in front of us. Ben stayed enough back that we tried to make it look like coincidence. Luckily, we “could” get home this way too,  it is just a bit longer, instead of going down Malabar to Jupiter, we went the long way up 1-95 to our Palm Bay exit, which was just the way Mr. Hunk-a-doo was headed.
 
   “Don’t follow him too closely, or better yet, get in that lane and pass him, he’ll just think we are going home.” I said.
 
   Sure enough we passed him on Palm Bay Road but because they had widened the lanes, we could see him two cars back in the next lane over. We pretended to drive slowly home just to keep him enough in
 
   line to see where he was turning. As soon as he turned on Minton and then again onto Emerson, I had an inkling.
 
   “I think he’s either going to Drew’s house or to Bev’s- didn’t you say Bev’s was on Americana” I said, and sure enough, in back of us the Nissan turned left off Emerson onto Jupiter headed off to Bev’s. A quick by-pass through on Lamplighter would bring us back around to where we could intercept, although much behind him.
 
   “Pull up down the street.” As Ben did, I scrunched down watching what I assumed was Bev’s and Pam’s house. We saw the red Nissan, but with no sign of Mr. Hunk-a-do around, Ben was getting impatient.
 
   “I’ll be right back,” he said and I knew what he was going to do and there was NO WAY he was going without me. I took off my heels and carried them as we slowly made our way down the sidewalk, hand in hand, trying to pretend we were just a nice married couple dressed up and out for a walk in the middle of the afternoon. As we peered around the corner of the hedge next door to Pam’s we saw him, boy toy himself, NOT near the mother-law-suite that was Bev’s but at Pam’s house, around the side, peering in the what we assumed was the bathroom window. Just then he ducked around back and we lost sight of him. I had to hold Ben back from following him further and we hushed/yelled at each other- he wanted to keep following, I wanted us back in the car. I won. I was holding the heels and could poke him.
 
   We sat in the car down the street and waited. And waited. And heard a slight crash. I think boy toy, Mr. Hunk-a-do was breaking into Pam’s house. 0-M-G as Jules would say, 0-M-G. Burglary in progress.
 
   “What do we do? Do we call the cops?”
 
   And before I could say anything, Ben had dialed 911.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   “Let me get this straight, you were just stopping by to drop off a casserole and heard a window break?” said Officer Krumpke, not too happy to see us this time. “At the house of Drew’s current girlfriend AND ex-wife.”
 
   “Well see, I thought about doing two casseroles, but I know Bev watches her weight and Pam really seemed like the one to organize everything.” I was gibbering because we had NO casserole in the back seat and I was nervous Officer Krumpke would dupe us out and take us in for false reporting of possession of a casserole.
 
   “And they BOTH live here, that’s right?” asked Officer Krumpke.
 
   “Yes,” clarified Ben urging me with his eyes to shut up. “Can I ask how you found out where Pam lived?” Officer Krumpke asked casually for such a loaded question.
 
   “We asked her at the funeral, we told her we wanted to come by,” I piped up as Ben nearly broke one of my ribs with his elbow. I was clearly not letting my strong, amazing husband “handle” the current situation and needed to fast if I valued my ribs and marriage.
 
   “Is that so?” Officer Krumpke stated off-handedly as he looked to wear Bev and her boy-toy were conversing in not so nice language.
 
   After we called the cops and stayed in our car and they had pulled up and “caught” Mr. Hunk-a-do in action in the house, he claimed he had just mistakenly forgotten his key, and knew where a spare key was kept. A simple and unlikely story from a seriously dumb guy. Unfortunately Bev was backing him up and although Mr. Hunk-a-do was in handcuffs, he was likely not to be brought up on charges. Pam had arrived first and was hysterical, still, out on the front walkway,  seems her cat had cut  it is paw stepping on the glass Mr. Hunk-a-do had broken and that upset her more than the fact that her house had just gotten broken into. What a group I thought. Apparently he was going to pay to replace the window and the vet bill and that was all Pam was concerned about. And thus it was US that looked like the fools in front of them all, Bev, Pam, the boy toy, Officer Krumpke, all thought we were a meddlesome duo.
 
   “Can we leave now?” I asked, wanting to be on our way before our casserole story got out.
 
   “Yes, that’s fine, I know where you live in case I need anything.” Said the officer.
 
   “Yes, anything you need,” I said and I got another jab from Mr. Unhappy Husband.
 
   As we pulled away I couldn’t help but say, “what was all the jabbing about.”
 
   “I was trying to get you to shut up, seriously Bee, you can run off at the mouth sometimes,” and I could feel my irritation starting to boil.
 
   “I was only trying to help,” we both got silent. I hated when we disagreed, even in the littlest way. It really got under my skin. I patted his leg and said, “Well, I thought you were great.” A little honey for the bee?
 
   “What I’m more concerned about is why Pam wasn’t going to press charges, don’t you think that is strange?” asked Ben in that far off look he gets when he’s thinking.
 
   “I guess she believed lunk-heads story.” “What’s his name, his full name?”
 
   “Oh, I forgot, I got his card the other day when I went to the gym to try and track him down for Jesse” and I fished around in my way too jammed purse for the card, finally found it.
 
   “Ray LaRosa it says.”
 
   “Hmm.” Was all Ben said as we got home.
 
   And I knew right away what he was going to do. I could describe it to a T. He went in the house, undressed, put his boxers on, got a beer and went to the computer with the business card in hand. Tap, tap, tap went my honey into his own world of investigation.
 
   I busied myself in the kitchen until I heard “check this out” coming from the other room. I ran in.
 
   “THREE burglaries. THREE, I wonder if the cops even ran his name?”
 
   “If they did they would have found this”
 
   “Look they are in the 90s but look 95, 96, 98 and then nothing. It is like he turned into a pumpkin.”
 
   “Check the last one, he must have done time”
 
   “Oh yes, look, three years. So Mr. Hunk-a-do learned his trade, both of them, weightlifting and burglary in jail.” Said a very satisfied with himself husband.
 
   “OMG, don’t you think we need to tell Pam or Officer Krumpke, I mean, Nunez? There is no way he was just going in for a key!” I said excitedly.
 
   “No, we’ve been ‘officially’ interfering enough, this is information for us, if that cop wants to figure this out, let him, I’m done doing his job, now  it is time for me to do mine.”
 
   “What do you mean by that?” I said and said slowly emphasizing each word warily.
 
   “What I mean is that no one is going to help Jesse, not even his mom, except us, if we want to figure this out, then  it is up to us” said my oh-so-determined and strong, and sexy husband. I smiled and leaned over and kissed him and said “love you honey, you are so smart” cause that was what I wanted from the minute I saw them take Jesse away, was to figure out what the hell was going on.
 
   “What do you need from me?” I asked hoping for an ‘assignment’ on our ‘case.’
 
   “Dinner.” He said and turned away from me. I have to admit I was a little deflated but knew that my honey worked best alone with a full tummy.
 
   After dinner we laid out all the notecards that my honey had put together, on the top of each card he wrote the name of the suspect and the likelihood of them having committed the crime and the possible motive.
 
    
 
   Jesse:
 
   Not likely
 
   Motive: revenge for breaking up Taylor and he?
 
    
 
   Bev: Likely
 
   Motive: Drew’s money.
 
    
 
   Pam:Not likely
 
   Motive:?
 
    
 
   Ray: Likely
 
   Motive: Drew’s money.
 
    
 
   Taylor: Likely
 
   Motive: revenge for breaking up Jesse and her.
 
    
 
   So those were our suspects. We decided to divide up the three top suspects, I’d be in charge of checking out Taylor and Ben would take the dynamic duo of Bev and Ray. We decided that I’d use the excuse of a visit to the jail to see if we could “give” Taylor a ride there and I’d see what I could get out of her about what happened that day. And how Ben was going to research the dynamic duo, he wouldn’t say but I’d soon find out.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   It was raining and slightly cold, which for Florida, meant 74, but still, when it’s an eternal78 degrees, dipping down to 74 is downright nippy. Plus I knew I’d be in that awful visitor’s station again. So a sweater it was. Plus the ride there with Taylor, surely I’d want the windows down AND the A/C running. I have to admit going up to Taylor’s door and asking her to join me to visit Jesse felt so odd but I knew she’d jump at the chance and it was my only time and the only way Ben and I could think of to try and get Taylor alone away from her mom. It seemed for all her faults her mother was always around. She may be a drug dealer, but attentive and present she is. (Hey, it is gotta count for something). I nearly bust a gut when Taylor got into the Accord though, she clearly had spent a lot of time primping herself. The stringy brown hair was crimped and curly and spritzed and gelled to the maximum possible volume. The makeup was extra thick around the eyes, trying to be sultry, but ending up looking like a bad fist fight. Oh and the outfit. Oh, why o why is youth wasted on the young. She had a decent body, albeit a little skinny, but rather than downplay her bad features and uplift her good, she ended up with the reverse, so she was wearing way too tight jeans that gave even her skinny body a mushroom effect and a too short top that emphasized the donut around the middle. I think the look was intended to be sexy but it looked lumpy instead. Poor child, really needed a fashion coach and bad.
 
   “How are you Taylor?” I said as she got into the car.
 
   “Fine.” She said quickly. I could tell it was going to take a bit to get her to warm up to me.
 
   “Are you excited to see Jesse?” I knew she would be and it was the best topic I could think of.  I pulled out and started the 40 minute ride north thinking this is going to be a LONG ride. luckily I had my GPS programmed with the address of the jail so I could cruise along and pay attention to my guest rather than the road and ex it is ahead.
 
   “Yeah, I guess” she said in that typical I could care less voice that teens use, why do that do that, why is it so un-cool to be excited about something, it seems every teen I knew downplayed good things and focused on the bad. like Jules. We had only one phone call from the girls all weekend, which was fine, but you’d think Jules would have more to say than, “fine” “no” etc. One word answers drove me to drink.
 
   “I’m so glad you could come, I know it will really cheer him up so much, hey, do you know if his mom has visited him?”
 
   “He said, yesterday on the phone when he called me- my mom only allows us one collect call a day, can you even believe that- that his mom said she couldn’t come to see him.”
 
   “Doesn’t that seem weird, did she say why?”
 
   “Well, you know, he’s never been close to her, not since the split anyway, she’s sees that guy Ray who is SUCH a jerk, did you know that Jesse and Ray got into a fight last month, Ray almost punched Jesse, but Jesse got one swing in at least, after that his mom said she didn’t want to see him until they could get along. Like it was Jesse’s fault, the guy’s a real asswipe.”
 
   I tried to hide my cringe at her swear word, I can be such a prude despite my own tendency to make up swear words (Lordy-loo, gracious me o my, donkey balls) I really tried not to swear, or to reserve my swearing to those people and situations that deserved it. But at least it seemed Taylor was opening up a little.
 
   “Really” I said, urging her on “when was that, what was it about?”
 
   “I dunno, something about Ray thinking that Jesse stole something from him. A bracelet or a ring or some piece of jewelry, Ray couldn’t find it and said that Jesse had taken it, when he and his mom came to see Jesse, Ray stormed out of the car into the back where Jesse and I were just hanging and he started throwing a royal fit, pushing Jesse around, I’ve never seen Jesse so upset. I know he didn’t take it, whatever it was.” She said that last sentence authoritatively, as in maybe she knew what had happened to that little piece of jewelry. Or was I now just reading everything she said as a possible criminal act on her part. Ha. I’d never make it as a cop, I’d arrest everyone.
 
   “Yeah, and after that his mom almost never called him, ‘cept once to tell him she’d be off on some cruise or something.”
 
   “Who does that, doesn’t call their own son?” Isaid really disgustedly trying to bond with the little hoodlum hussy next to me.
 
   “Right? I mean, come on. When I’m a mom, I’m going to be such a good mom, you know, always there. I’ll never treat my baby like that.”
 
   I let that one sink in a bit. What was she saying?
 
   “Taylor,” gulp, breathe, gulp, “are you pregnant?” I asked NOT wanting to know the answer.
 
   “OMG yes!!! How did you guess, am I showing?” She said as she stroked her naked mid-riff. And suddenly her outfit came into full perspective.
 
   I muffled out a congratulations and tried to smile but a thousand thoughts were ripping my head in two. On one hand, I was horrified, just horrified for Jesse, on the other, I was completely self-absorbed in my own painful reality. Why-o-why does God test me this way? I knew, from my years of therapy on this subject that it was not God’s plan to make me infertile, that he didn’t have some special revenge ticket designed just for me, but damn-it it sure felt that way when a barely 16 year old with NO independent means could get pregnant at the drop of a hat and I had three miscarriages and was still paying off the thousands of dollars from our failed fertility treatments and nothing to show for it except two empty arms.
 
   “So, it is Jesse’s right? Does he know?” I tried to bring that up as gingerly as I could NOT wanting to offend her, but I really did have to get clarification.
 
   “For damn sure it is his” she said a little too righteously, “and NO, he doesn’t know yet, I’m going to tell him today, so don’t tell him, cause I want to, he’ll be so excited.”
 
   I tried to gulp down my disbelief in a way that didn’t show that I was throwing up a little in my own mouth. Gag me with ten thousand spoons, lordy god in heaven almighty on a stick rubbed down with peppermint what in the hell are you thinking this time lordy? I just needed a private little swear session with my god in heaven so he and could sort through this. Five minutes in a room with a pillow I could throw around would do just fine.
 
   “Does your mom know?” I asked still in a bit of disbelief, wait ‘til I told Ben this one.
 
   “Yeah, she’s so excited too”
 
   Of course she is. What is it about these women that insists on believing that if you can’t afford a child, have little to no education, that it’s a good thing to have and bring a child into the world. The divide between their beliefs and mine was so big. In my world, education mattered. Self-independence mattered. These things determined your life choices. But then again, here I was, forty and no children of my own. Who was I to say that having a kid at sixteen wasn’t a good thing? Was I that much of a cultural snob to want to push my beliefs on the world. What makes me right and oh so righteous?
 
   “What are you going to do? I mean, with Jesse in jail and all?” “Well, we are having it, I’ll just live with my mom.” Such an easy answer for such a momentous thing.
 
   I was clearly stunned and still reeling cause I forgot the whole reason I was driving her to the jail, that I was supposed to finding out what happened the day Drew died.
 
   “Taylor, do you mind if I ask, cause Ben and I are determined to help Jesse as much as we can, you were there that day, what did you see?”
 
   “Well Jess was pretty out of it that day, he had some drinks” she said slyly trying to test to see if I’d be upset when I didn’t react she continued, “we had some VSOP and finished it all, I didn’t drink that much but he did we were watching cops it was a funny one. The only time I saw Drew that day was when I went in and he was getting a drink from the fridge, and he went into the back computer room and that was all I saw of him, I know his ole lady came over for a bit, but next thing is I go home, my mom picked me up cause Jess was pretty much passed out on the back porch and I was bored and she came and got me and that was it, the next thing is when the cops came and said Drew was dead and was I there that day.”
 
   “Did Drew seem upset or anything?”
 
   “No, not anymore than usual, he hates me, you know” she said matter of factly.
 
   “Why is that, why does he hate you or why did he hate you” “He didn’t want me and Jess together. He blamed me for Jess’ house arrest, like I had anything to do with it, Jess was dealing for quite a while before he got caught.” She said and realized that she probably told me too much information cause she blushed a little.
 
   “Taylor, what does your mom do? Does she work?” I already knew the answer but wanted to see what she’d say.
 
   “She works from home a little, doing little things here and there.” As in dealing. Here and there.
 
   We finally pulled into the jail parking Jot and I let Taylor take the first part of the visit after we signed in. After all, she had some “good” news to share with Jesse. Poor Jesse. Doesn’t have a clue in the world. In jail, baby on the way, one heck of a baby mama. So young. “Did you hear?” was all Jess said to me as soon as I got on the phone. Rather than give Jess and I privacy, Taylor decided to perch her pregnant little self right behind me so she could see the screen, way too close inside my personal space for my comfort.
 
   “Yes, yes I did Jess, congrats” I tried to sound sincere.
 
   “Wow I just can’t believe it” and I could see some worry lines appear around his eyes, he was clearly as stunned as I was, but a little nervous but excited too. It’s funny how so many different emotions can live together inside someone and then translate onto a person’s face. Irritation can live next to joy, sadness next to frustration.
 
   “Jess, what’s going on with your case?” I needed him to be focused since we only had a few moments.
 
   “They won’t tell me much, you can probably find out more, but
 
    I’m supposed to have some sort of hearing on the 21st. That’s all I know.” And with that my little shadow got up and went to use the bathroom, I visibly relaxed a little to have my own space back.
 
   “It is very important that Ben and I know so we can help you, what did they find that killed your dad, what did they tell you about that?”
 
   “They said that there was Drano in a Gatorade bottle next to his bed, they accused me of putting it in there. They said that his dosage of the sleeping pill was double what it should be, that he either took too many or someone fed him some that it was the combination of the two that killed him, that he died in his sleep but wasn’t able to cry out or help himself. They really laid into me- I didn’t do it, I was drunk Bee, I was drunk,” and with that last admission he started to choke up and I could see tears well up. I felt so bad for him but also suddenly looked around to make sure Taylor wasn’t coming.
 
   “Jess, it is very important that you talk only to Ben and I and your lawyer about your case, ok? Don’t talk to Taylor or your mom, or anyone, no matter what they ask you, ok? We’re going to try and help you because we believe you didn’t do this, ok?”
 
   “Alright I guess”
 
   I didn’t want him to know that both his girlfriend, now baby mama, and his real mama were on our list of the most untrusted list and most likely to have committed this crime.
 
   “Jess, why hasn’t your mom come, what did she say, she told us she wasn’t on the visitor’s list but I know you put her on, I saw her name on the list”
 
   “I talked to her yesterday, she said she couldn’t come but that she’d put some money in my commissary, tell her to come, ok, I really need to see her, just to see her, ok”
 
   It was so sad that he had to ask me to get his own mother to show up, I just wanted to strangle that self-absorbed witch, what woman doesn’t go see her own son in jail. Unless you are too afraid to come? Could that be it?
 
   Just then the visitation ended, I let Taylor have the last minute alone with Jess while I went outside, it was at times like this I wished I still smoked.
 
   The ride home was quieter, we both had gotten through the excitement of the “news” and the visit and I was left to ponder what type of person was sitting next to me. She seemed dumb, yes, but determined at the same time. Would I put it past her to poison someone, someone she hated? The truth is, I wasn’t sure. It was possible, meaning it wasn’t impossible. For Jess to have done this, impossible, but Taylor, I dunno, maybe if she wanted Drew out of the way considering her “news” and if she thought she and Jess could live in Drew’s house happily ever after— it was plausible.
 
   I’d have to discuss this all with Ben. He was on his own “assignment” with the case. Figuring we only had one more day on our own (we picked up the girls at 6 tonight) we were both taking the most advantage of it as we could. He was supposed to be investigating Mr. Ray LaRosa aka Hunk-a-do. He wouldn’t tell me what he was doing though which was mysterious indeed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Sitting in the holding cell at Palm Bay Police Headquarters is not where I thought I’d end up this Sunday afternoon. What was it with Sunday afternoon’s anyway, they were starting to be quite eventful around our small corner of the world. But this was serious, charged with a DUI and criminal trespass. How in the world did I end up here?
 
   My husband, that’s how. And a glass of wine. Ok, it was a big glass, but I had JUST drank it when Ben had called and said I needed to come to the Florane Apartments on Babcock right away.
 
   I had gotten home before Ben, it was around 4 p.m., the house was quiet. I had only wanted to enjoy a few moments of peace and thought, you know, a glass of wine would be nice, I’ll just sit here and relax and nurse my infertile wounds of the day. Getting blindsided like that by Taylor and her precious pregnancy really stabbed at my heart. It was like that sometimes, sometimes babies and pregnancies and happy mama’s to be didn’t bother at me at all, sometimes it was like a stab right to my solar plexus, right in the middle of my chest. And that was what today was. A great big stab in my belief in justice in the world. I really did see my infertility as an injustice. A grand one. It was like my own little demon I carried around and nursed. Some people feel victimized by their family of origin, some by other people, family or friends, but not me, I tried not carrying resentments against people around, it just didn’t do any good, but on this one front I had a walking talking resentment the size of Texas and it was against the god of my understanding. It was a question that loomed over so much of who I was, why doesn’t god want me to have children of my own? Maybe I was meant to be a rescuer, just take care of other people’s kids, and maybe that was my job given my god. These were my thoughts as I sipped my wine AND it was what got me in trouble. Well that and my husband.
 
   Turns out Ben’s assignment for the day was following Ray around which had brought him to the Florane Apartments, apparently  it is where Ray was living when he wasn’t staying with Bev at Pam’s place on Americana. He called and said, “get right over here.” And so I did.
 
   He was sitting in his Civic when I pulled up. “Get in here” he said hastily.
 
   I jumped in the car and said. “What, what is it”
 
   “Sshhh, just watch” and he pointed to the second floor diagonal from where we sitting hunched down. Ben even had binoculars in his hand, I couldn’t help but smiling. He was really taking this “investigation” to the max. So funny. My strong determined Russian, I had a hard time not reaching over and kissing him.
 
   As I was lost in my reverie looking at my beautiful husband, Ray came out of his apartment carrying a load of laundry.
 
   “Wait, wait, get ready” is what Ben said. I had no idea what he was talking about.
 
   “Let’s go” and he opened the door and motioned me to follow him.
 
   “Where are we going” I half whispered trying to keep my heeled flip flops from flopping too loudly on the ground.
 
   “We only have a short time” Ben whispered angrily back at me, motioning me to be quicker. See, it was my arches. I couldn’t wear flats. Everything I owned, every pair of shoes had to have some sort of heel. I had high arches, like mad high. If I wore flats, like normal people in Florida do, the standard flip flop, I flopped and my arches would ache
 
   for days, I’d wake up in the middle ofthe night with such severe cramps. So thus, the little flip flops with heels were my only option and the single reason I never moved quickly.
 
   We reached the second floor and Ben slipped me and him into Ray’s apartment. I couldn’t believe the balls of him. Were we really doing this, what were we looking for? Why were we here?
 
   “Look in the bathroom, I’m taking the bedroom” he said like an old pro.
 
   “For what?” I had no idea what we were looking for. Drano?
 
   Everyone had Drano.
 
   “Just look, and quick.”
 
   I did what I was told, found the bathroom and stood in the doorway not knowing what to look for. I saw hair products. I opened the cabinet, self-tanning spray, way to go Ray. A razor, some blades, some band-aids. Nothing, nada. Not even a container of Drano labeled “Give to Drew”.
 
   “Bingo, let’s go” said my husband holding something in his hand. We both rushed out the door but of course my own little torture devices, my shoes tripped me up. I slipped out of my shoes standing on the landing and proceeded to run down the stairs. I couldn’t even see Ben, he had gone around the corner so fast. Not knowing where he was, I jumped into my car and started it and started pulling out.
 
   And that’s when my day ended. Fwwooop, fwooop, fwoop went the lights behind me. A cop car was pulling me over. Unbelievable. I didn’t even have my shoes on.
 
   “Mam, can I see your license and registration and proof of insurance” said the cop at my window with his clipboard in hand.
 
   “Yes sir, yes sir, yes sir.” I said as I started digging through the glove compartment and my wallet to get the appropriate items.
 
   “Here’s my license and registration, I just can’t find my insurance,  it is here, here’s last year’s card, it is gotta be here, it’s the same policy number” I was so jittery.
 
   “Mam, I pulled you over because it was suspicious. Why were you running out of that apartment?”
 
   “I just got a call from my friend that she was in trouble and I was just visiting a friend and had to run.” Such pure bullshit.
 
   “Mam, have you been drinking today?” damn those jittery hands.
 
   “I had one glass of wine earlier” except it wasn’t earlier it was just 15 minutes ago.
 
   “Stay right here” he said as he went back to his car and left me to my own devices. At that moment my stomach was doing such flips it was impossible to keep up. If he wanted to give me a breathalyzer he’d have to do it quick cause I was about to throw up all over the car.
 
   Just then I saw Ben around the corner of the building he was ushering to me to tell him what was going on, and I was ushering him to stay hidden. Lordy-loo, that’s just what we needed, to both end up in jail and have Countess Von Stinker find that out when we didn’t make it to the pick up. lordy loo on a stick squared.
 
   And that is pretty much how I ended up in a holding cell barefoot. I refused the breathalyzer (I had had a lawyer for an ex boyfriend once who swore that you never take one, so I was following his advice) but which meant automatically losing my license, a charge of DUI and criminal trespass which I thought was a bit of a bogus charge seeing how Ray didn’t show up while I was being arrested. They couldn’t prove I didn’t know him, not yet anyway.
 
   The holding cell was cold. Like to the bone cold. There was one metal bench, a toilet and a sink but there was only a half barrier to the toilet so if you had to go, everyone could see. How embarrassing, I thought, grateful for not having to pee right at that moment.
 
   Soon I was transferred to the van. It was a small uncomfortable thing with gates and mesh and all sorts of barriers between the female inmates and the males and the cop drivers. They handcuffed me, ME!
 
   Luckily I have small wrists and they didn’t put them on tight so I could slip in and out of them pretty easily, which made the uncomfortable ride just a bit more comfy. Soon we were doing the tour, stopping at all the police stations in the area one by one to ‘pick’ up their drunks and thieves and criminals, of which I was now one. An older lady, clearly still drunk got in at the first stop, a party girl got in at the second with her mascara running and sniffing a lot and at the third my very first bonafide prostitute was soon sitting right next to me. I tried to keep an open mind on this whole experience, after all, it is what Jesse has been through and it does happen and the world won’t end cause I spend one night in lock up. At least I hoped it wouldn’t.
 
   My thoughts turned to Ben, what must he be thinking. Would he be mad? Should I be mad at him? I really just didn’t care, I just wanted to be near him, to be home. It was amazing to me to be robbed of my personal space and freedom and gave me a healthy dose of respect for cops and judicial system. I would never, never, never, get into trouble again. I wouldn’t jaywalk, I wouldn’t ever drive even after a sip of wine, I wouldn’t speed. Nothing. I’d be the perfect little citizen, just please let me out is alls could think.
 
   After we made the rounds I noticed we were traveling on 95 north. Stark’s. Of course, they were going to process us and book us at Stark’s, where Jesse was being held. Imagine that, both Jesse and I locked up for something we nearly didn’t do. Sort of did. A little. I could imagine what he was feeling, just a fraction of it, I’m sure but it gave me more feeling for what he must be going through. I couldn’t imagine being his age and being in such a place, stuck with such people.
 
   We were processed and soon in another holding cell where we waited all night. At the first light of morning my name was called and I thought, well. this is it, I’m going to be charged and sent to the big house. But to my surprise they were “un-processing” me. Letting me free? How could that be?
 
   Turns out my wonderful husband was there, had posted bond and they released me before my arraignment. Bless his head.
 
   The only thing we did when we saw each other at long last was hug. Just stayed on that ramp leading up to Stark’s main entrance and hugged.
 
   “Oh honey, I’m so sorry” “No baby, I’m so sorry” “No honey, I’m sorry”
 
   “Ok baby, me too, me too”
 
   And then we walked to the car and I felt so relieved to be leaving that awful place and that awful night behind me.
 
   “Did you pick up the girls, are they ok? Do they know?”
 
   “Of course I didn’t tell them, I said you were at your mom’s” “Oh thank god, I’m so embarrassed honey.”
 
   “No, it was all my fault, I should have never had you go with me.”
 
   “It was just my stupid shoes, I couldn’t keep up.”
 
   And with that we just held hands and he drove and the stress of
 
   the full night was starting to weigh in on me. It was only 7:45 in the morning and in another hour and a half I was supposed to be at work.
 
   “I have to go in baby, I have a presentation.” I thought about the Kinnear account and how they expected to see draft layouts of their new season’s line up. I had to go in, at least for that, and then leave.
 
   “Oh no”
 
   “Hey, why did we go in Ray’s house in the first place, what were you looking for?”
 
   “Oh honey, I found it. I found it.” “Found what?”
 
   “In Ray’s bedroom, on the second dresser, a prescription bottle for sleeping pills, just like the ones that killed Drew, or helped kill him.”
 
   “Oh honey, that doesn’t prove it, does it, I mean, how many people take sleeping pills”
 
   “Yeah, but this one, this bottle, it was empty.” Empty indeed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Parent-teacher conference night. Of course it had to be Monday night. The night after I had spent the night in JAIL and had gotten only a miserable hour and half nap that afternoon. The problem with Parent Teacher conference night was of course, being the non-parent parent. Being a step-parent is an odd thing. You are involved in the kids life, up to a certain degree, for their daily needs (if you are custodial like us) but you had no rights to the child. In the eyes of the law and in this case, the eyes of the school district, I was a non-being. No rights. No right to say anything, to question curriculum, barely even a name. Ben had to even fight to get me listed on the contact sheet for the school. Ridiculous. And yet, there I am, the one helping with homework, doing those stupid science projects, rushing to Walmart for the right binder and tabs and pencils and paper. Me. The non-being.
 
   Plus there was the possibility, even remote as it might be, that Countess Von Stinker would show and bluster her way in asking about how her “babies” were doing and soaking up the praise about Yaz and nodding in agreement when Jules’ teachers talked about her indifference. She gets to be the mom in the spotlight and dang if she wasn’t going to take her bow.
 
   I had spent extra time at the mirror trying to hide my baggy eyes and drooping skin. I had worn a power suit just to highlight the difference between hippy mama and me (in case she showed).
 
   Which, of course, she did.It was just how this week was turning.
 
   “Hello Doris” I said using the countess’s formal name. “Hello Elizabeth, Ben”
 
   Ben grunted. He hated these nights almost as much as I did.
 
   And we went in for the first leg of the trip which was to Jules’ English teacher.
 
   “Mr. and Mrs. Stanis, please sign in,” and that’s when I thought I would lose it, because of course Mr. Egghead teacher didn’t realize our situation and assumed that Doris and Ben were still married and I was some nanny or something- of course it didn’t help that Doris, I mean, Countess Von Stinker, loved this assumption and signed her and Ben in.
 
   “Actually, Mr. Denis, is it? Elizabeth is my wife, Doris and I are divorced but are all here for Julie.” My Ben, taking care of the awkwardness of the situation.
 
   “I’m so sorry” he said looking confused. Why was it so hard for teachers to get this stuff right, it is not like it is rocket science or that people in this day and age NEVER got divorced, because they did. And that meant a lot of step parents like me getting the shuffle day in and day out.
 
   “Please sit down. I’m glad you are all here,” now he was just buttering us up.
 
   “I’m pleased at the progress Julie has made in her writing this semester, she’s completed most of her assignments, almost always on time, which is better than our first session.”
 
   “But what I’m concerned about,” he went on, “was can you tell me, has anything happened at home that we should know about?” he was being intentionally vague.
 
   “Well our next door neighbor was murdered recently, is that it?”
 
   “Well, yes, that might explain it. See, this semester I had the kids keep a diary of sort, it is supposed to be visual and narrative, and as you can see her latest entries are a little grim.” As he laid out a few pages I saw something that horrified me. I had to catch my breath not to show my discomfort but clearly Ben had seen it too cause he shot me a “shut up we’ll talk about it later” kind of look. It is amazing to me that so much can be communicated between us without speaking.
 
   The picture, or diary entry or what have you was a magazine cut-out of a picture of a bee and drawn over it in thick black marker was an X and it had been gone over several times for emphasis. As if she was blotting out the bee. As if she was blotting out me. I really had no idea she hated me this much. I felt both my heart drop and my pulse accelerate.
 
   Luckily the entry was not the only thing on the page and luckily both Countess Von Stinker and Mr. Denis had no idea my nickname around the house was “bee”.
 
   Why would Jules hate me that much? What had I ever done to her? It was also slightly scary to be the object of someone’s else hatred. Never in my life had I pissed off a person as much as I had Jules and Countess Von Stinker. They had both tried, in their own way, to annihilate me from their existence. First Doris with the trying to run me over in the car. And now this. And alls I had done was to fall in love, with the wrong man apparently. At least in their estimation.
 
   I hated to do it, but there was just no way I could go through the charade of the next hour visiting teachers that sidelined me so I told Ben to go ahead with the countess and leave me alone, that I needed a few minutes and I’d catch up with them, that I was going out to the car. I went out to the car, got in, turned on the radio, leaned back in the seat and just let the tears fall.
 
   I was crying about not being loved by children I wished loved me. I was crying about not being recognized as a mother even though I felt it or wanted so badly to be one. I was crying about all those years I wasted pursuing a career and education and how it left me with nothing but emptiness in my soul. I was crying for a god who didn’t love me enough to give me the one thing I so desperately needed. I was crying for being a foolish stepmom who thought it was possible to create a happy family. It was a big honking snot filled cry and I had needed it.
 
   The next morning, I skipped my morning ritual. I just couldn’t pretend to be the happy little family where I’d prepare breakfast, complete with the toast, sometimes do eggs, sometimes cereal or oatmeal. And as my finishing touch I’d lay out everyone’s vitamins for the day. I was adamant about vitamins. But not today, call it juvenile or whatever but nothing was going to get me in that kitchen. Ben even came in and checked on me because I was taking too long.
 
   And I just said, “Sorry babes, I have to be into work early, also, can you pick Jules up for her dance lesson, I can’t today, I have to work late.” He could tell I was upset and rather than the usual protestations took it in stride. I think men did whatever they could to avoid seeing tears, I think water works screwed with their sense of law and order to a degree that they weren’t able to deal. It is not like you can just twist a wrench and turn the valve off, it required talking and lord knows men hated ‘talking.’
 
   So the good news was I had the afternoon free, I figured a trip to the local discount clothing store would improve my overall opinion of the state of the world and headed there the first chance I could. While sifting through the blouses I heard two now very familiar voices.
 
   “What do you mean it is missing?” 
 
   “It is not where I left it.”
 
   It was Pam and Bevin the next aisle over, in a kind of whisper talk, I could just see Pam’s red hair through the size 14 dresses, ok they were the size 16 dresses but a girl can hope can’t she.
 
   “What do you think of this?” I heard Bev say. And I decided that all this sneaking around and getting caught and DUI’s and nights in jail where just too much for me. I had hit my breaking point and I wasn’t going ‘sneak’ around anymore, I was going to call a spade a spade and be damned with it. And maybe it was the fuel from my anger at Jules leaking all over but I just didn’t care. Someone was going to get an earful.
 
   “Bev, Pam” I said loudly turning the corner. “I thought I heard your voices.”
 
   They both looked at each other and seemed a little shocked to see me. Little did they know that I was packing heat, I mean, my anger that is, packing heat just sounded tougher.
 
   “What on earth are you two doing here and doing together, I didn’t realize you were BFF’s,” I said a little too loudly. And I stood there, hand on hip, ready to fire again.
 
   Pam piped up first, “well, we’re not quite BFF’s but Bev needed a ride and I like Ross,” said Pam a little disheveled.
 
   “Hmmm. Isn’t it almost time for visiting hours at the jail, Bev, you should really be on your way to see your son, you know.” It might not sound it, but I was spitting mad and wasn’t going to take any more bull.
 
   “Well, I don’t have a ride.” Bev said a little snottily, she could tell by my strong tone I was not happy.
 
   “Well, just so happens, I can give you a ride, wanna go, right now, if we leave now we could just make it” I said calling her bluff.
 
   “Uhm, well, I can’t tonight, I have plans,” she managed to stumble out.
 
   “Well fine, than, tomorrow night, it’s a date, I know where you live so I’ll pick you up at 6, ok?”
 
   “Okay,” is all she managed to get out. And I whipped around and continued to pretend to shop, but was really all inside my head. Why was she so reluctant to see Jesse? What were they talking about before I busted in? Why don’t they want me to know how well they knew each other- because clearly they were more than landlord and tenant.
 
   All of these questions, plus my flush of righteous anger, were still boiling through me when I hit the household items clearance rack in the back of the store. It was probably not a good idea to do emotional shopping, but I did. I bought a new shoe rack, $5.99, a new large size candle and candle holder (that I totally did not need) $7.99, a lone top sheet (queen size), $4.99, and a new garbage pail for my bathroom, with a little flip top lid, $9.99. Bargains all around. By the time I left I was feeling a little more calm and slightly pleased with my little cache of goodies.
 
   Figuring I was still on strike on the home front, I decided to pick up some Chinese, it would allow me the most ability to spend the least amount of time with the girls while still getting them fed.
 
   When I walked through the door Ben was there to give me a peck on the mouth and to take my bags. I walked into the kitchen and saw flowers on the dining room table.
 
   “For my honey, the best mom and wife on the planet,” they were from Ben. How sweet. It was hard to stay mad in the face of flowers. But he could buy me a diamond and I still wouldn’t talk to snot nose.
 
   “Thank you honey, these are beautiful.”
 
   Just then little Yaz walked up to me and hugged me. I hugged her back, it was also hard to stay mad at such a fragile little girl who hadn’t done anything wrong. She could tell I was upset about something and just instinctively knew to hug me.
 
   After we had eaten, and Jules even made a few comments about loving the Chinese (had Ben talked to her I wondered?). Ben and I settled on to the back porch. We had a lot to catch up on. It is remarkable how much can happen in a short period and there is so little time to properly process it all.
 
   I had told him first about Taylor’s pregnancy. And then about running into Pam and Bev and my ‘making’ Bev visit Jesse (something Ben wasn’t too happy about, since it meant another trip up to the jail and another afternoon of him with the girls.)
 
   He told me that Drew’s mom had dropped off the keys to Drew’s house and asked us to put chlorine in the pool for them since they were headed home with the boys.
 
   And he told me something about that mysterious bottle of sleeping pills that he hadn’t had time to mention since, you know, I got arrested and since I had my little mini-breakdown. The pills, it was a prescription bottle and the prescription had Drew’s name on it.
 
   “Oh my god, Ben, do you know what that means? That bottle was in RAY’s house. Ray must have done it, or had something to do with it, why would he have Drew’s prescription bottle?”
 
   Ben, being the perfectionist he was, went and got his index cards and we went through each one again, ranking them by level of suspicion and level of motivation. Both Ray and Taylor still scored high, although Ray was scoring the highest. And it occurred to both of us that each day that passed brought the guilt and reality of Drew’s death further and further away from Jesse. Who was in jail for committing a crime he did not commit.
 
   We also talked about not so interesting things like which bills needed paying, how much we’d need to transfer from savings to checking to cover the lawyer bill for my DUI (which pained me, maybe I should have taken that stupid breathalyzer but my ex-boyfriend lawyer had drilled it into me that you could almost always get the case thrown out if you didn’t take it). We talked about Yaz and Ben started to talk about Jules but I shut him up with a kiss. I didn’t want my relative peace shattered.
 
   And it would have been an almost lovely entirely peaceful night except for what we found sitting in our mailbox the next morning.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “If this is some kind of joke from one of your friends, I swear Julie I will strangle them myself.” I was livid. Not only did I have left-over resentment from the x-d out Bee incident but now this.
 
   We had woken up and started our usual morning routine, with yes, me making my little breakfast for my little family. I still wasn’t talking to Jules (and yes, I was being petty, I wasn’t going to give her a vitamin) but I couldn’t ignore or punish Ben and Yaz, the two warmest people on the planet any more than I had.
 
   And as we opened the door to watch the kids get on the school bus is when we saw it. Twelve or so dead fish, with their throats cut, on and in our mailbox. From far away you could only see that there was something there, but when you got up close you saw them, draped over and stuffed in the mailbox. It was so bizarre and strange and frankly just pissed me off so much I didn’t even think of the more sinister connotations, at least not yet.
 
   “It is not one of my friends, god, why do you ALWAYS blame me, always, ME, Julie the bad kid, I’m surprised you haven’t accused ME of killing Drew.” She yelled and stormed off onto the bus. All the kids at the bus stop had been watching us, they too could see the fish, and laughed and snickered when Julie stormed off.
 
   “Bee, calm down, she’s right, there is no way one of her friends could do this, it’s a message Bee, think about it for a second.” Said Ben in his oh, so practical way.
 
   “We need to call the police.” Ben went inside to get his phone and the non-emergency number for the Palm Bay Police and I went inside to get my digital camera. This was vandalism of the worst kind.
 
   What a mess. It was stinky and gross and as I snapped away it finally hit me. And it was creepy. Very, very creepy. As in ‘sleeps with the fishes’ creepy. Someone indeed was sending us a message.
 
   After the cop had come and filed the report (and asked ‘did we have enemies’) I was late for work, twice in as many days. I’d have to work a little late the next day or two to make up for the time I had lost living my life. Why was it that work, the thing that lets you live your life by paying you, interfered so much in the actual living of your life?
 
   Around 5 p.m. I started to get anxious, in a short little while I’d be spending a significant amount of time in the car with Bev, Jesse’s mom. What would we talk about? Why had I insisted, in my anger, to take her? It was bound to be uncomfortable and long and awkward. I knew I was doing it for Jess, but also to make a point. You can’t just forget about your kid no matter what they do. Seems like I should be taking some of my own advice, I’d certainly been ignoring Jules hadn’t I? What made what I was doing different? Dang that justifiable anger AND working conscious, the two just couldn’t live together in the same brain. It reminded me of something Ben’s sister had said to me one time. His whole family was so warm and lovely and fun. They were always laughing, but they also had this particular philosophical way of looking at the world, maybe it was the old world Russian customs but it had a certain flavor. She said to me once in her accented English, “Elizabeth, if Ben and you want peace in your life” we had been going through a particularly nasty bout with Countess Von Stinker about custody at the time, “If you want peace in your life, you must gather it, from all the places you can.” Meaning that you reap what you sow, but said so much more poetically. I was reaping what I was sowing with Jules. I was giving off hatred and getting it back. Dang that conscious. I hated being in the wrong when my justifiable anger felt so dang good to wear and strut around in.
 
   These were my thoughts as I pulled up to Bev’s (and Pam’s) house about 5:55 p.m. (I had a thing about punctuality). I waited in the driveway rather than getting out to see if she’d come out on her own.
 
   When she hadn’t at 6:02 (I know cause I was holding my cell phone), I went up to the door and knocked. And knocked again a few minutes later. And then knocked a third time. By this time it was 6:08 and I decided to go back and sit in my car. Maybe she was running late. There were no cars in the driveway other than mine so Pam wasn’t home either. Maybe she went to the store. I decided I would wait til 6:17. When that came and went I decided it was time to let it go. She wasn’t coming. Jesse would not see his mother but I’d also been saved from having to spend a long car ride with her. And at least now I could go home.
 
   When I came in Ben was surprised to see me.
 
   “Hey babes, what happened?” I could smell spaghetti sauce, Ben’s staple dinner, eminating from the stove.
 
   “She never showed!” “You are kidding, really?”
 
   “Right, I wonder what happened? Oh well, I’d rather be home tonight anyhow.”
 
   I decided to “reap what I sowed” and be nice to Ms.Jules. “Jules, your English teacher the other night said you were doing good in his class.” And I couldn’t help myself, I threw in, “he even showed us some of your work, it was quite expressive.”
 
   She looked at me, not knowing how to read what I was saying and just shrugged her shoulders. I guess “reap what you sow” only goes one way. So be it. I would have peace in my house no matter how hard it was to get it.
 
   “Jules I’m sorry I accused you and your friends this morning, that was not fair of me, and I apologize.” I said in my best adult voice.
 
   Still looking at me distrustfully she shrugged and changed the subject, so I assume I was pardoned.
 
   “My dance teacher says I’m almost ready,” she said in the most animated voice I had heard in a while.
 
   “That’s great Jules, when are tryouts?” 
 
   “Next month for the following fall.”
 
   An actual conversation. Well, blow me to pieces.
 
   After dinner Ben and I settled in for our time together on the back porch just talking and rewinding our days and planning for the next. It was a nice time of day that we both valued, our time together on the porch.
 
   It was getting late when I realized we hadn’t taken care of Drew’s pool and that in fact, I’m not sure anyone had in the week since his death. If you know anything about living in Florida is that pool maintenance was key, one week could turn your pool colossal green in no time flat. I grabbed the key and Ben and I headed over. We went in the back way since it was silly to tramp through the house when you could just as easily go in the side gate and into the screened-in porch. As it was we didn’t even put the light on since we could pretty much see what we needed, a scoop here, some skimming of the net there.
 
   Ben was lifting the last scoop of chlorine into the pool when we saw it. A light. Inside the house. Instinctively we both ducked down and whispered “did you see that?” “Is someone there?”
 
   Ben decided to run around the front of the house and left me to spy through the kitchen window and sliding glass doors but also left me with special instructions to run if someone came outside that wasn’t him. He really did not need to tell me to run, that one I could figure out all on my own, thank you very much.
 
   Keeping to the side wall, so as to not be seen, I could see a shadow in the hallway but couldn’t make out who might be in the house and I was wondering if Ben already had gotten in. And that’s when I heard a series of thuds and heard Ben scream out. Panic raced through me and I ran faster than I thought I could ever run around to the front of the house, just as I reached the door a figure bounded out of the front door and ran into me, shoving me aside. But getting to Ben was the only thing I could think about and I quickly got up and ran inside, towards the hallway where I thought I heard the thuds. And there he was, my big strong Russian, laying on the floor in an unnatural position.
 
   “Ben, Ben” I said nudging him by the shoulders. I checked for breath and heard and saw his chest going up and down but my head was having such a hard time working. What do you do when the strongest person you know is out cold? I felt his head and there by his left ear was a little trickle of blood.I gasped and ran next door to call an ambulance, I must have been screaming because both Julie and Yaz saw me as I entered the house, panic on their face. I grabbed the phone and dialed 9-1-1and was muttering and talking fast to the operator to get her there. After giving the address I gave the girls some instructions to calm them down.
 
   “Yaz go get a pillow, Jules get a towel, come and bring it next door.” And I had said it so authoritatively they both jumped into action. By the time I reached Ben he was moaning. Thank god for moaning I thought. It means he’s conscious.
 
   “Ben, Ben can you hear me? Are you ok? Baby?” I was nearly crying I was so upset. So much for keeping your cool in the face of crises. The girls showed up and both gasped when they saw their father, I probably should not of had them see this, but the truth was, I needed them there, needed something other than my big strong husband lying prostrate on the floor to focus on. I put the pillow gently under his head and put the towel over and around his neck.
 
   “Daddy, daddy,” said both girls.
 
   “Girls, touch his legs, touch his legs to let him know we are all here.” 
 
   “Honey, can you hear me?” l said looking down closely at his face.
 
   Just then he moaned loudly and opened his eyes. “What happened?” he said.
 
   “I don’t know honey, I think you were hit, didn’t you see who was in here?”
 
   “No, no” and he mumbled and closed his eyes. I heard the sirens and knew the ambulance and fire trucks would be here soon.
 
   “Girls, go wave the firemen and paramedics in here,” I had mistakenly given our address since I knew it so well and wasn’t exactly sure of Drew’s address, was it two digit is less than ours, I didn’t know and so gave the 9-1-1operator ours for expediency sake.
 
   The paramedics and firemen came in and took care of my husband who was by now awake and not happy to be taken care of. At least he was getting back to normal, I thought. They’d have to take him to the hospital to run some tests, especially since it seemed to be a head injury of some sort.
 
   I had both girls come with us, they were just too upset by the whole thing to stay on their own. Ben and I didn’t like them to be on their own too much anyhow, one of us always tried to be home with them. Sure Julie was 14 but was 14 going on 10 and Yaz was ten going on eleven but in reality was more like an eight year old. Maturity level rarely matches actual age, you just have to look at me for an example of that (I was forty going on 30 at least).
 
   The police followed us to the hospital to get a statement from Ben on what happened. We were certainly getting quite a tour of duty of all the cops in Palm Bay, this was now our 4th cop in so many days. None of them as good as Officer Krumpke, I kept expecting to see him again and was wondering where he was in the midst of all this. Even the policeman that was there commented, “didn’t you just file a report this morning.” God was that this morning. What a day this had turned into. I was certainly ready for some serious down time.
 
   Turns out Ben was just fine. Got a good knock on the noggin, but nothing was broke, he might have a slight concussion but that was it, thank goodness. All of his girls stood around his hospital bed and just poured love and affection on to him, in a way, I knew, he was loving the attention and we were loving giving it. Sometimes it takes a little bit of a crisis to be thankful for the small family moments you do have.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   I love calling in sick. Don’t ever tell my bosses. But I’m sure they know anyway. I have the highest sick leave count of the whole office. Between the girls, things the girls need, the girls getting sick, Ben, what Ben needs, when Ben is sick, me, what I sometimes need, when I’m sometimes sick, well then, see, it just adds up. lots and lots of sick days is the only way I know to navigate this crazy life of mine.
 
   Not Ben though. He could be in an iron lung and he’d still drive himself to work. I got him to agree to mostly call in sick, stay in bed this morning, I would drive him for a few hours and then drive him home. Technically, because of the crack to the head, he wasn’t supposed to drive for three days, but there was no way that was going stick. I knew if I could get him to stay home this morning there might be a chance he’d not go in this afternoon.
 
   And there was a lot for us to ponder. Now that the immediate crisis of Ben’s head was mostly out of the way, it left us with the question of who whacked him and knocked me down. Who was in Drew’s house and what were they looking for? And, who had the key, because as far as we knew we were the only ones with it. Also, I’m pretty sure the person who knocked me down was smaller, not big like Ray, I would have remembered that part of it. It could have been a female, based on the height, but not slight either. Neither Ben or I had gotten a close enough look at the person, me cause I was rushing, and Ben cause he was knocked out.
 
   Ben got out his cards and was pondering them as I proposed something.
 
   “Honey, I think we need help.” “What do you mean,” he said.
 
   “I said, I’m starting to get scared, yesterday with the fish and then last night, this is starting to get out of hand.” I let that sink in a bit.
 
   “I think we need to call Officer Krumpke, I mean Nunez.” I said slowly. The thing with my husband is that he is sometimes to proud to ask for help. But I was done, DONE, with trying to figure this thing out and was starting both get simultaneously scared and pissed that the mystery surrounding Drew’s death and our bumbled “investigation” was starting to threaten my family. Sneaking around following people is one thing, but having dead fishes and a knocked around husband was quite another.
 
   “What will we tell him?” Ben asked hesitantly.
 
   “We tell him everything, we get him to agree not to jump to conclusions, maybe we can even get him to agree to meet us on his time off, keep it casual and just simply ask for his advice. Whoever killed Drew thinks we know too, or we wouldn’t have been ‘sent’ that message with the fishes. Ben, I’m scared, we need to do this.” That was the best argument I could put forth and I hoped it work. The truth was, I wanted out, I wanted to stop what we were doing and have someone else take care of it. I wanted my simple little life back, dance lessons, what to make for dinner, no DUI’s or breaking and entering, no sneaking around and trying to “find out” who did what. I was done.
 
   “I’ll think about it” was the answer I got. And I did a little dance inside my head cause I knew what that meant. It meant a ‘yes, okay.’ I just needed to buy my time til my husband declared that we should go ahead and do it. AND that he would then take credit for having the idea, which was fine by me, as long as it got done.
 
   Turns out Ben both must have been feeling better and did something on it because he had called him and arranged to meet Mr. Nunez at our local pool hall, Crossroads at 8:15 that evening. He even gave me marching orders:
 
   “Let me do most of the talking, you tend to run out at the mouth sometimes, okay” and I bit my lip slightly in both annoyance and amusement. It was a good thing Ben couldn’t see inside my head cause wow, would he see me running my mouth. I thought I kept my “public” self rather well under control. I guess not. Oh well, I thought, pooey on you.
 
   “Officer Nunez, thank you for agreeing to meet us,” Ben said rather formerly upon seeing him. After we all settled down at one of the back tables and Ben and the officer had gotten drinks (water and lemon for me thank you very much), and the formalities were out of the way, Ben settled in to start our story of woe.
 
   Luckily, the bar wasn’t that busy, the owner had cancelled the Wednesday night karaoke and there was no pool league, only on Tuesday’s and Thursdays. The tin-walled sports bar was even bare of sports fans being that it was between seasons for football and baseball had just ended, with my Yankees again taking their rightful place at the top.
 
   “Yesterday I was attacked and yesterday someone left 12 dead fish in our mailbox, we think both are connected to the murder of Drew,” Ben said dramatically. Well that was designed to get Officer Nunez’s attention and it certainly did.
 
   “What do you mean, you think it is related to Drew’s murder?” the Officer asked. You could tell he wanted to write things down cause he kept fidgeting but we had told him it was important to us that this stay off the official radar for a couple of reasons. One of which was Ben’s distrust of anyone in uniform.
 
   “Neither one of us believe the official line that Jesse killed his dad, he just didn’t, one, for all their differences, his dad was all he had, and two he’s just too dumb to pull it off, ” Ben clarified.
 
   “It is true Officer, he’s just too sweet of a kid to kill his dad, especially that way,” I added. And got a glare from Ben, wow, when he said he wanted me to shut up, he really meant it.
 
   “I suppose you two have some idea of who might have killed Drew then, based on where I think this conversation is going.” asked the officer clearly trying to establish his own ownership of the discussion.
 
   “Yes!” I piped up just as Ben jabbed me to shut up.
 
   “Yes, we do, we have several theories. 1) we have reason to believe, strong reasons, that Ray, Bev’s boy toy boyfriend had something to do with it and that Bev, who has NOT gone to see her own son in jail, is somehow involved, they both had the most to gain from Drew’s death, meaning Drew’s money.”
 
   “Also, did you know that Drew and Taylor, Jesse’s girlfriend, hated each other, she’s a nasty little thing, that girl and she might have hated Drew enough to want him out of the way, plus we just found out she’s pregnant, so that’s another reason.”
 
   “Hmmm,” was all the officer said.
 
   There was so much more I wanted to add, but knew Ben wanted to keep certain information, like the pill bottle and how we found it, out of the officer’s knowledge and that if I spoke, I might run off at the mouth about it. He’s probably right I thought reluctantly.
 
   “What makes you think that the person who committed Drew’s murder is the same that put the fishes in your mailbox.” Well, officer, we’ve been tailing people badly and breaking and entering and spying when we could. See, there was a reason Ben was doing the talking.
 
   “We think that whoever did the murder is getting nervous about us because we’ve been kind of pressuring Pam and Bev and Ray and Taylor a little, just for information. But if they think, and they all do because we’ve told them, that we believe that Jesse is innocent it would seem to be that we think someone else did the murder. Plus, you need to check into Ray’s background, he’s got a history of burglary, Ray LaRosa,” and Ben handed Ray’s business card over to him.
 
   “And neither of you have done anything to warrant such a thing, meaning, have you directly pissed anyone off?”
 
   “No officer, we haven’t pissed anyone off, look at us, we’re a nice couple, there were twelve dead fishes in our mailbox and then the break-in at Drew’s and Ben getting clonked.” I couldn’t keep my mouth closed. Another nudge under the table from my attentive husband. Phooey this closed mouth thing.
 
   “It’s a bit of a leap, all of this. But it is odd that so much is happening so quickly around you two. If it is ok with you, I’d like to increase the patrol around your house, just have them drive by and maybe park down the road.”
 
   “That would be great officer,” I piped in. “But what about Jesse?”
 
   “Well that’s a bigger problem, why don’t you two let me handle things from here on out, I’ll check into Ray a little more and increase the pressure on Taylor’s house, there’s always something happening over there.”
 
   And with that we said our goodnights, we needed to get back to our girls who were supposed to be at home doing their homework. But turns out our night had only just begun.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Bev. Lordy-loo on a stick squared. We had just pulled onto our street when we saw Ray’s red Nissan in our driveway. Our driveway. And sitting inside, sobbing was Bev. And not just a sniffle, sniffle, but an all out sob-snot fest.
 
   “Oh thank god, Ben, Bee, I need your help, I’m sorry to bust in on you like this, but it is Ray, he’s missing and I haven’t seen him for two days and he won’t return my calls or hasn’t shown up at work and what will I do, where will I go, without Ray, ” she said in one great big hysterical burst which was all followed by a great more hysterical sobbing. And much to my dismay, she leaned into Ben to literally sob on his shoulder.
 
   What? A woman touching my Ben? I don’t think so. If it is one thing I’ve drilled into Ben is that women, other women, like big strong men and he’s one and he needs to watch it cause women left and right will throw themselves at you and bam before you know it you are the object of their flirtation. If it was one thing Ben and I had was iron clad boundaries around the opposite sex. For him, it was a cultural thing, thank god, for me, it was the raging jealously that lives inside my ample bosom. I just would not stand a single stray from Ben towards another woman. Being on a pool team and hanging around bars a lot does that to you. “Things” can get over friendly, overly quickly. And women can misinterpret even the smallest act of kindness from a man. And so yes, in some ways, it was my duty to wave the flag from time to time and say HEY, step back, getting a little too close. And this flagrant disregard of personal space, Bev was lucky I didn’t deck her. I mean, when you see a couple, a married couple and you are sobbing, don’t you think you should seek solace from the woman, not latch onto the man like the hussy you are. Ben immediately saw my look of death and backed up, but she kept leaning into him like some bad magnet. Clearly I’d have to take things into my own hands. Literally.
 
   “Uhm, Bev,” I said grabbing her arm hard, probably harder than I needed to, “why don’t we go inside and get you some tissues and you can tell us what is going on.” All the while giving Ben my look of death, as in clear out buddy, I’m handling this one, you, you got the cop, I’ll take the hysterical hussy.
 
   I guided Bev into the house and out to the back porch just as
 
   Yaz yelled out, “I finished my book report, I need you to read it.”
 
   “Sorry honey, I’ll just be a minute and be right there.” I motioned to Ben to go see about his daughter while I took on Bev duty. “Bev, tell me from the beginning, what’s going on?”
 
   “Well, Ray and I have been in a bit of a fight lately, but I know what you are thinking, maybe he cleared out and is staying away from me, but that’s not it, I haven’t seen or heard from him since Sunday afternoon and he hasn’t shown up at work and his phone goes right to voice mail and his car was still at his apartment and the door to the apartment was open- that’s why I borrowed it, the car, see.”
 
   “Bev, tell me what’s been going on lately, has he seemed upset, what was your fight about?”
 
   “Well, we went on this cruise and he was flirting with all these women and I got upset and didn’t talk to him for almost half the cruise, it was the most awful trip and then we came back and I found out Drew was dead and Jesse in jail and I’ve been a bit of a wreck myself the truth was I was even reconsidering getting back with Drew before I found it he was dead, cause I was so sick of all the bullshit with Ray, but now I just want to know where he is and if he’s ok.” She said all of that without taking a single breath I swear.
 
   “And that’s why I’m here, I don’t want to be alone and I was at my house and Pam wasn’t there and hasn’t been there and I didn’t, I just couldn’t stand it being there not knowing where he was and so I thought I’d come over cause that’s what I’d do when Drew was around, whenever Ray wasn’t around or we were in a fight I’d go see Drew but
 
   now Drew’s dead and I don’t know who to talk to.” She just got more and more pathetic the more she talked.
 
   “And so I thought, maybe, you guys could help, you’ve been so helpful to poor Jess and I feel so bad about not being the kind of mother he needs and you are such a good mother to these girls, what should I
 
   do?”
 
   It was too much to take in all at once. I needed to parse this all out. Ray was missing. Since Sunday (when we broke into his apartment by the by), Pam wasn’t around, Bev was hysterical. Lordy-loo.
 
   But I wasn’t having her stay here any longer than was necessary. There was really only one answer I could think of, and that was Officer Krumpke.
 
   “Well, you might want to think about reporting Ray as missing, does he have family?”
 
   “No, there’s just his mom and she’s in a nursing home upstate and is pretty out of it, I know he has a brother but I think his brother is in prison.”
 
   “Well that would be my advice, if you really are as worried as you say and it is really out of character for him not to show up like this than I’d report it, what’s the worst that could happen, he shows up, gets mad at you for filing a missing person’s report?”
 
   “Guess you are right, will you help me though, I hate to do this alone.”
 
   And reluctantly I agreed.  I really was so through with all this[image: ] drama. Where was my quiet little life now? And soon Bev and I piled into the Red Nissan and sped off to Palm Bay Police Headquarters on Malabar.
 
   After filing the report, with Bev batting her watery eyes at every male cop who came through the room, she drove me back to my house.
 
   I have to say I was certainly getting both physically tired from being up and emotionally tired from all her dramatics.
 
   “Can I ask a favor, I don’t want to stay at my house tonight, not with Ray missing and not with Pam not there, is there anyway” and before she could ask, I simply said: “We don’t have a spare bedroom”
 
   “No, no, not that, could I stay over at Drew’s, you know I lived in that house for so long it really does still feel like home to me.” Ewww. Gross. I felt slimed upon. There was really no way I could say no, but it felt like I should, just out of respect for poor Drew who surely would turn over in his grave if he knew.
 
   “I suppose it would be ok, we do have the keys” I said somewhat reluctantly.
 
   After getting settled in for the night I slept so hard and quite peacefully until Iheard our dog Bear barking up a storm. I mean he was barking, like aggressively, like he does when someone comes to the door in a uniform.
 
   But it wasn’t anyone in a uniform, it was Bev, in a nightie, with blood dripping down her hand, yelling:
 
   “Help me, help me, someone tried to stab me,” as I pushed open the door shushing Bear and getting him out of the way at the same time. I ran and got a towel for Bev’s hand as Ben ushered her inside.
 
   “What happened?” Ben nearly screamed at her as I went to wrap her hand in the towel so she didn’t stain our rug with her blood (Oh the things you think of.) And I heard something, someone, in the hallway, when I came out, it was dark and someone was there, and I screamed and that’s when I felt them jab at me, I put my hand up to ward them off,” she cried a bit too hysterically.
 
   “Honey, call 9-1-1and ask for Officer Krumpke, I mean Nunez, I don’t know if he’s on, but tell them that he’s working this case and would want to know.” I said to Ben wanting to get him away from the lady who was bleeding and crying and being way to revealing in her little nightie.
 
   Just as I did I saw both kids come sleepily out of their rooms. “It is ok kids, go back to sleep, it is just Bev.” It is just Bev who was stabbed next door I thought. We were getting far too used to strange around here. Normal for us was a night with the cops, how did that happen? Speaking of that:
 
   “Did you see who it was?” I asked wondering if it was the same person who hit Ben and who shoved me.
 
   “No, but they weren’t that big, you know, kind of small.” I had thought the same thing the more I thought about our encounter at Drew’s the other night. The person had been on the slight side. Not big like Ray (I didn’t think Ray would attack Bev anyhow) but small like a kid size small.
 
   I took Bev into our bathroom to clean out the cut and see how bad it was, poor thing was really shaking, AND to get her a robe although she seemed perfectly happy prancing around in her little purple nightie, I wasn’t, especially with my husband around and cops on the way.
 
   I took her hand in mine and rinsed it under the sink, it was a deep cut, probably would need stitches, but not incapacitating. It was odd to be this physically close to her, taking care of her, her hand in mine, I really didn’t know Bev that well but for all her hutzpah and strutting around, she was actually quite fragile. I suppose that too was part of her appeal to men. I think men want a woman to take care of. It was hard for me to relate to that, since I was raised the way I was raised by a feisty hard working mama who taught me that it was useless to rely on anyone, that taking care of yourself was the most important thing you could do. She taught be to work hard, to be nice (always), to treat people the way you wanted to be treated but always, always to be independent. It was hard for me, to this day, to “let” Ben handle things. I had to make a conscious effort to “let” him take care of me and of our house and to let go of control. I worked hard to appear to need help and Bev just needed help, it was odd thing that what came natural to me was so different from what came natural to her. It is funny when you feel superior to a person and then realize they too can teach you something. Maybe Bev could teach me a thing or to about “needing” a man. If you look hard enough, everyone has something to teach you about yourself. I wonder what Doris, Countess Von Stinker, has to teach me. Patience maybe.
 
   Lost in my reverie as I bandaged up her hand, I heard Ben out front. Judging from Bear’s mad barking, someone in a uniform had shown up.
 
   It turns out it was the same cop that took our report about the dead fish. It was starting to get hard to keep track of how many times in the last two weeks we had “been” with cops. There was Drew’s death and Officer Krumpke, there was the break-in at Pam’s that was not technically a break in and the grumpy officer from that day, there was the dead fish officer who was now back. There was the hit on the head at Drew’s house and the lady cop who took that information. Four cops in two weeks. Before that, nothing. Oh, and my DUI. Five cops. We’d have to be careful or we’d start getting a reputation like Taylor’s mom. Except we weren’t dealing drugs. Just dealing with violence and breakins. In suburban Palm Bay. White fenced yards, nicely manicured lawns, and a crime rate unparalleled in the country. Some people blamed it on the low housing prices, during the real estate boom this was a key area for development and tons of developers swooped in and built affordable homes for the working poor. Many flocked from bigger cities in and around central and south Florida drawn by the same things that drew my husband to the area, low prices, nice houses, good neighborhoods. Except they imported themselves and their delinquent kids and suddenly housing prices stalled and fell and unemployment rose and we were in a tsunami of a economic storm that seemed to rock the very foundation of our suburban world. Break-ins were on the rise, small theft, drug dealing, on the rise. I suppose it came with the territory but being a city girl myself I never expected to move to suburbia and see the amount of crime that I had. It took me a while to readjust my thinking about this corner of the world.
 
   Dead Fish Officer was none too happy to see us. He knew, of course, about Drew’s death, knew of the break-in and clonk on the head from the other night and of course, the dead fish, and now this.
 
   “What is it about you two, I’ve seen more of you than I should in the last few days,” said Dead Fish.
 
   Ben just nodded. Being woken up at 4 a.m. in the morning was definitely not his cup of tea, speaking of which I should go make some, I thought.
 
   “Officer,” I added. “We had nothing to do with this, she was attacked in her old house and came over and asked for our help.” I felt I needed to establish that we were not the culprit is here.
 
   They took Bev’s statement, she refused to go to the hospital for her hand, claiming she’d take care of it tomorrow, knowing the state of the emergency room (having been there recently) I didn’t blame her. But she did want to stay on our couch for the remaining of the morning. Since we’d pretty much be up, and as long as she left her robe on, I didn’t mind all that much. Although I was certainly getting my fix of Bev-time. She did want to go back over to get her phone and things from Drew’s house and both Ben and I agreed to go with her since she didn’t want to wander around that house alone. And that’s when we heard the squeal from her in the bedroom.
 
   “OH my gawd,” she squealed. “It is RAY. He called three times.” And she rushed to call him back. We ushered her back out the door and onto our front porch while we left her to talk to Ray. He had been missing almost three days, ends up calling her at 4 in the morning, AFTER she’s been attacked. Coincidence? Both Ben and I whispered about this sipping coffee on our back porch. It was turning out to be not only a long night, but a long day.
 
   “He’s coming, he wouldn’t say where he’s been but is taking a taxi here as soon as he can.” She exclaimed in much too high a voice for 5:30 in the morning.
 
   After she rushed around prettying herself, taking over my bathroom and hair products to do so. She was ready when he came through the door.
 
   “Ray, oh honey I’ve missed you, where have you been?”
 
   “How’s your hand, who did this to you” he said taking her hand gingerly. And Bev went through the whole story again, throwing in
 
   Ben’s encounter the previous evening in the same house. With the same assailant?
 
   “Hmmm. Now that is interesting.” Ray said thoughtfully. He was much more quieter and less antagonistic than the last time I had seen him.
 
   “Well, that certainly adds to the mystery. Wait to you hear what I’ve been doing.” He said ominously. And find out we would.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Amidst the potatoes and eggs and toast I had prepared for our newly expanded household on this rainy morning, Ray outlined what he had been doing for two and half days. And it boiled down to this, following Pam.
 
   “Saturday after the funeral, I went over to Pam’s. I thought she’d be busy at the funeral and didn’t count on you two being there.” He said, giving us a disapproving look. “I went over there because I suspected something. And I think I’m right.”
 
   “I think Pam might have been the one to kill Drew.” He said with a sincere and deep tone to his voice.
 
   Bev gasped. Ben took my hand and squeezed it.
 
   “What makes you think that?” Ben asked. After all, Pam had an index card in our cards of suspects and she regularly scored low on all categories, ability, motive. Motive being the prime one.
 
   “Because, when I broke into her house, I wasn’t looking for a key.” We knew that. We suspected him of just such a thing.
 
   “I was looking for something else. Some proof. And I think I found it. At least I thought I had.”
 
   “What?” Bev said nearly jumping out of her seat.
 
   “A bottle. A prescription bottle of sleeping pills. It was in Pam’s house and I took it.” Both Ben and I blanched since it was the same prescription bottle we took from Ray’s house. Let’s see, Pam takes it from Drew, Ray takes it from Pam, we take it from Ray. For one small bottle it certainly did get around.
 
   “Where is it?” I asked knowing full well exactly where said prescription bottle was.
 
   “Well, that’s the thing, now I can’t find it.” Ray did seem sincere but Ikept looking to try and read if he knew what we knew —that we had taken the bottle.It didn’t seem like he did. Phew I thought.
 
   “How do you go from one prescription bottle to killing Drew? I thought it was the Drano that killed him?” asked Ben.
 
   “Well, see, the bottle was empty. Why would Pam have an empty prescription bottle of Drew’s?” he asked somewhat rhetorically.
 
   As we looked into our plates I knew Ben and I were thinking the same thing. These were the same questions we had had about Ray. Was Ray trying to throw us off? Did he know we knew? Did he suspect that we knew what we thought we knew? This was getting complicated.
 
   “It was the combination of the two that killed him. The sleeping pills kept him sedated, while the Drano burned his insides.” Ray said off handedly. I winced when Iheard it, it is such an awful way for anyone to die, never mind someone you knew.
 
   Bev helped me clear the dishes and her and Ray were soon on their way. The sooner the better as far as I was concerned. Not only had I had my fill of Bev but Ray’s bombshell was still laying flat on the table.
 
   “Did you get that?” I asked Ben.
 
   “Yeah, what do you think?” Ben asked me back.
 
   “I don’t know, I don’t know who to believe, maybe he knows we have the bottle and is throwing us off his track.”
 
   “Maybe” was all my husband added.
 
   And with that we turned our focus to getting on with our day. Wednesday was supposed to be pool league night. I had three projects to design today.Jules and Yaz needed to be up and getting ready for school. I could hear Yaz in her room, but Jules was unsettingly quiet.
 
   “Jules, get up for school. Are you getting ready?” “I’m not going, I’m sick.”
 
   “You are too going. What’s wrong?” And with that I went into the forbidden territory, her room. Figuring what happened next I should have just walked away and let Ben handle it. When, oh, when will I learn?
 
   “I’m sick, GET OUT OF MY ROOM.” She yelled and threw a pillow at me.
 
   I wanted so badly to yell too. To engage. To throw something back at her. How come I was treated like an adult the minute she needed something but the minute she didn’t I was an interfering annoyance in her life. It is like my money was good enough for her to spend but be civil to me, no. She couldn’t afford that.
 
   “Ben, come take care of your daughter,” I yelled emphasizing the last two words: YOUR DAUGHTER. Not mine.
 
   “Jules, honey, what’s wrong?” I heard him go into her room. While I stomped off to get ready myself. After the night we had, I didn’t need the extra stress of a teen tantrum. I just didn’t. Not today. It was bad enough I had to get up and go to work and pretend to be normal.
 
   “What did you do?” Ben came yelling into our room. He never or rarely yells and when he does it is hard to hear because 1) he’s loud and 2) he’s scary.
 
   “What do you mean, what did I do?” I yelled back.
 
   “She says she wants to go live with her mother. What did you say to her?”
 
   “Nothing, I asked her why she was sick. That’s it. Go ahead, blame me, sure that’s the thing, something’s wrong with JULIE so it must be Bee’s fault.” I was livid. Let the brat go live with her mom was all I was thinking.
 
   Ben could tell I was furious, a state of being I rarely visit. We generally don’t fight. We are both past that point in our lives. We like peace and quiet and nice mornings and hello and goodbye and the niceties. Both of us had spent too many unhappy hours in our past marriages to let that kind of thing ruin our present marriage. When you’ve been through the ringer, like both of us have, you tend to be a little more patient and forgiving. The only thing we ever fought about was Jules. And here we were again.
 
   I let Ben take care of whatever situation was brewing or had brewed while I got ready and waited for Yaz to get on the bus. I simply left for work not knowing the outcome of whatever situation was going on in my own home. Did bio-parents have these situations? In tact nuclear families, did the kids pit each parent against each other. I suppose it happened in those situations too. I guess no one was immune from teen anger. Least of all me. Why did I expect civility from Jules? What is it that makes me the target of all her anger? What is it in me that illicit such behavior and responses?
 
   These were my questions as I designed a brochure at work. I decided it was time that I paid a visit to my uber-therapist. Dr. Wisewoman (WW). She was the one that successfully navigated me through the grief of three miscarriages and the one who guided me through the landmines that were Jules and I relations. Now I only saw her during “trying times” kind of like pulling in for a checkup or getting your oil changed. She was middle-aged, smart as a whip, and funny. Many times our sessions were as brimming with laughter as they were tears. She knew I loved laughing at myself, and helped me along by showing me the fun-house mirror effect that my emotions sometimes produced. She wasn’t one of those let’s dig down in the past kind of therapists, the past was the past, and was only good if it helped provide reference for something in the present. Plus, she gave homework.
 
   “So what brings you here today?” She said after we exchanged formalities.
 
   “Jules, what else?” I could have brought up the breaking and entering, the DUI, Drew’s death, any of it. But no, with me, it is all the domestic drama that sucks my energy. The other stuff seemed trivial compared to loudness and volume of teen anger and angst in my life.
 
   “She claims that she wants to go live with her mom.” Scratch scratch went WW’s pen.
 
   “And why don’t you let her?” She asked somewhat rhetorically, but also speaking practically.
 
   “Why don’t we?” Was my answer, it seemed so simple. If the child hates living with Dad and likes living with her permissive mom, why would I block that, especially when there was so much peace and sanity to be had. I didn’t want to lose, that’s why. As we worked through the session, it became apparent that I was in a war of wills, completely futile war of wills. That by letting Jules move in with her mom, she, the child, was getting to dictate the rules of her life.
 
   “So what?” asked WW. And she was right. So what if Jules wanted to leave us. To be away from me. It was a personal insult, that’s why. I considered myself a nice person, easy to get along with, funny, warm, open. The fact that Jules looked at me like I was the devil really got under my skin. Was I that self-centered and that much of a people pleaser that I had to have everyone in the world like me at all times? In her own “pointing out the practicality” way, Dr. WW let me see that the fight I was waging was not even my fight. Jules was not my daughter. I was the stepmom. The one that came between her mom and dad (according to her version). And that in order to have peace in my house I’d have to let go of whatever Jules thought of me and let her and her dad work things out. As far as Jules was concerned, I really was a nonperson. It is so sad that so many step-parents are regulated to this nonbeing twilight zone, but there we are. Scratching our heads, wondering how on earth we landed here.
 
   I left Dr. WW’s office feeling both bolstered and defeated. It was a feeling I was used to, this kind of ultimate surrender. That I didn’t have control over any situations in my life, and that was a good thing, or was supposed to be. It was just my personal make up that made it hard for me to relinquish control like that.
 
   And to my relief, when I got home Jules had decided and convinced her dad to let her stay at her mom’s for the weekend. All without a lick of interference from me. Good riddance I thought. I just wasn’t up to having anything else thrown at me.
 
   Settling down for dinner with Ben and Yaz was nice. I had made a Russian dish that Ben liked with a potato bread and fish. (I was cheating since I had already had the potato bread in the freezer but he didn’t know that, he just thought I whipped it right up.) Just as we were clearing the plates we heard someone at the front door.
 
   Ben got up to get the door and greeted a very flustered looking Ray (with no Bevin tow).
 
   “Ben, I need to talk to you, alone if possible.”
 
   My danders went up since Ben and I shared everything, especially juicy gossip.
 
   Ben led Ray out to the back porch while I pretended to clear up from dinner, when in fact I was straining to hear what they were discussing. I got a flash of brilliance just then and opened the window from the kitchen to the back porch. I could stand and do the dishes and listen in. I ushered Yaz off to do homework as I settled in to a very long tedious bout of dishes. Scrubbing as slowly as was humanly possible.
 
   “Ray, what’s going on?”
 
   “I think there is something up with Pam. And maybe Bev too and I need your help sorting through it. I thought, given your perspective and relationship with Jesse you would know more than I would.”
 
   “Sure thing, I’ll do what I can. What’s been going on?”
 
   “As you know I spent a few days off the radar. I didn’t want to tell Bev too much, but I was following Pam, have been following her. Plus I went up to see Jesse.”              ·
 
   “YOU saw Jesse” Ben’s surprise was equal to mine as I let a plate slip into the sink.
 
   “Yeah, I went to see the kid. I needed to know some things.
 
   Some things about Pam and some things about Bev. And how they know each other. And he told me some interesting things. Things that are important that he doesn’t even know he knows.”
 
   “You are talking in riddles. Back up a bit, I’m not following.” Ben was clearly having as much trouble as I was following where Ray was headed.
 
   “Jesse said that Pam and Drew were breaking up. That Pam had been to see Drew that afternoon and that they had argued, in fact had argued that whole weekend.”
 
   “He also said that Bev had been seeing Drew. I mean, not seeing, like dating, but seeing him still, from time to time. See things haven’t been that good with Bev and I. I think Jesse was all too glad to tell me that part of it.” Even from a distance I could hear the slight hurt in Ray’s voice at that one. When it comes to being inadvertently or even directly hurt by teen anger, you get attuned to picking it up in others.
 
   “What are you trying to say Ray? That you think Bev had something to do with Drew’s death?” Ben sounded skeptical. As was I. Why would Ray go out of his way, driving up to see Jesse, someone he clearly didn’t like, to get information on his own girlfriend?
 
   “No, I don’t think that, but I do think Bev knows more than she
 
   is telling me, and this is where I need your help. I want your wife to take Bev out shopping or something. I want her to grill, in a not so obvious way, Bev about Pam. I think Pam is hiding something and I think Bev knows what that something is.”
 
   “I need to ask you something Ray, before I agree to talk to my wife, why is this under your skin, what’s in this for you?”
 
   “Well, I don’t like Pam, I don’t like what happened to Drew, and let’s just say that it is in my best interest to figure out what really happened and leave it at that, okay?” Was that a hint about his past, of which, thanks to my sleuth husband, we were more than well aware. Or was there something more sinister behind his words.
 
   It was getting harder and harder to tell who were the bad guys and who were the good.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   As wives do for their husbands, I obeyed my edict and scheduled a Saturday afternoon trip to the mall with Bev. Macy’s was having a sale and Yaz was over at a friends and it seemed like a good enough time to “find out” what I could about Bev and Pam. Although, I have to admit, having an assignment made my face burn. It was like the whole time I’d be thinking how can I bring this up, I have to bring this up. Hanging out with perfectly coifed Pam was going to be trial enough. Plus that and the guilt that I felt about not bringing her up to see Jesse was enough to keep my head all a-buzz. Both Ben and I decided that we would go see Jesse together on Sunday and so two trips in two days seemed a bit much, even to me.
 
   I picked her up and my awkward afternoon started.
 
   “Hey Bev, how are you, don’t you look nice.” She had decked herself out in tighter than tight jeans, a brown-puke-green daisy top that was both too tight and too revealing. But the effect, rather than over the top tacky, actually made her quite sexy. I envied her ability to flash her skin and reveal her curves. My curves tended to be too curvy and needed to stay a bit hidden. I tended to love the high-waisted tops that were in fashion, they hid my expanding waist line while highlighting my assets up top.
 
   “Oh my gawd, thank you so much for taking me, it is so nice to get out of the house and Macy’s I just love Macy’s I get all my nightgowns there, well, there and Victoria’s secret, do you get to Victoria’s secret much?” And thus my afternoon with Mrs. Hussy began. It continued pretty much the same way with her babbling and me
 
   nodding until we worked our way to the fragrance counter at Macy’s when she brought it up.
 
   “Oh, this is Pam’s scent.”
 
   I figured this was as good an opening as I was going to get. “How well do you know Pam?”
 
   “Oh, I’ve known her for ages, we used to hang out together at Crossroads back in the day, but then she found God and I had kids and we stopped all that, but then Iran into her after I left Drew and she was single too and had that place and so I was actually the one to urge her to see Drew you know.”
 
   For a short speech, there was a lot packed in there. I have to say my jaw must have been dropped the whole time. I hadn’t realized that they had been life long friends or at least acquaintances.
 
   “So you fixed Drew and Pam up?” I asked, a bit incredulously.
 
   “Well, it wasn’t like that, I was just trying to get Drew off my back and Pam said she’d help and they went out a few times and she got a kick out of him like I knew she would and that was that.”
 
   “And you were ok with them seeing each other?” Thinking my gosh we are different, I would never want my ex anywhere near any of my friends.
 
   “Well, at first I thought it was a hoot but then it got weird because I’d go over and see Drew, to talk, you know, when Ray and I were not doing good, and Pam would get upset, that’s how it started to get weird.”
 
   I could only imagine that it would cause tension, hanging out with your friend’s boyfriend who was actually your own ex-husband. Oh vey. Complication upon complication.
 
   “How are things with Ray?” I asked curiously. Wanting to know. “Things are only ok.”
 
   And with that she wouldn’t elaborate anymore on her situation with Ray and we moved onto Estee Lauder’s makeup counter (they have the only foundation that stays on all day) and I relaxed for the first time all afternoon being that my ‘assignment’ was complete. Or as complete as I could do. I’m sure my sleuth husband would have done better, but I at least figured out how and to what extent Pam and Bev knew each
 
   other.
 
   We discussed all of this the next day as Ben and I made our way up to see Jesse.
 
   “What do you think Ray was hinting at honey?” I asked. Both of us were still perplexed by Ray’s involvement in trying to solve Drew’s murder. He clearly did not like Jesse, and yet had taken the time to go see him. In our book, Ray was one of the people who stood most to gain by Drew’s death, being that Bev would get the majority of Drew’s estate and thus Ray by osmosis. And the more I hung out with Bev, the more she dropped on the list, she was just too dumb to think of anything original.
 
   “I dunno, there’s something fishy there.”
 
   As we pulled into the visitor’s trailor at Sharp’s we saw Taylor and Taylor’s mom up ahead of us. Oh great, we’ll have to wait, is all I thought. The truth was, I had totally forgotten about Taylor and her mom and Taylor’s impending belly-explosion. I don’t even think I remembered to tell Bev she was going to be a grandmother. Dang. How could I have forgotten that, just to see the look on her botoxed face would have been worth the price of admission. I could have called her “grandma” all afternoon. What was I thinking? As I stood there kicking myself for a perfectly missed opportunity, Taylor’s mom approached us.
 
   “Jesse doesn’t want to see you so you both can just turn around go back home.” Mrs. Fluffometer said all huffily.
 
   “What, what are you talking about?” Ben said in a very agitated voice.
 
   “We told Jesse that you’ve had the cops after us, and we know it was you” she said with her eyes getting smaller “and he wants nothing to do with RATS.” Mrs. Fluffometer nearly spat the last sentence at us.
 
   “Oh my god, that’s ridiculous. Honey, we’re going in.” I started to usher my husband in just as Mrs. Fluffometer put her body in between the door and us.
 
   “This is ridiculous.” I went to side step Mrs. Fluffometer but she blocked me on the left and on the right, it wasn’t hard for her since her girth was well, so girthy.
 
   “Step out of our way.” Ben said in his most authoritative voice. “Is there a problem here?” said a very tall, very large security guard.
 
   “No officer, no problem, we were just going in.” I said, carefully sidestepping Mrs. Fluffometer.
 
   “What was that about?” I whispered to Ben as we were shown to the visitor’s pen.
 
   Jesse was called to the box and he seemed much more down than previously.
 
   “Why have you guys been talking to the cops?”
 
   “Jess, we haven’t, just one, who is helping, he’s a good guy Jess, I don’t know what Taylor’s mom told you, but we met with this guy once, off duty and he wants to help catch whoever did this.”
 
   Jesse looked thoughtfully away for a while before he answered. “It is okay, Taylor’s mom said you guys sent the cops after them and I thought you did and that you were helping make a case against me.”
 
   “Jess,” I pleaded. “If anything, we’re the good guys, we are trying as hard as we can to help figure this thing out and to help you, you have to believe us.”
 
   The majority of our remaining time with Jess was spent on trying to bolster his morale, us telling him it will all be ok, when in truth I wasn’t sure if it would be, if it ever would be. Would he father his kid from prison? Would he be convicted? It was so disheartening, I nearly forgot to be angry at Mrs. Fluffometer and her baby making daughter.
 
   “How dare they lie to Jess like that?” is what I said to Ben as soon as we were back in the car.
 
   “I came nearly close to be thrown in for assault on an elephant, ” Ben chuckled at his own joke. I couldn’t help but smile. I know my Ben would never hit a woman, but surely Mrs. Fluffometer didn’t count, did she?
 
   Luckily our routine won out over the brouhaha that had been the last few weeks and the next few days (without Jules in the house) were the most peaceful and restful and simple days we had had in a long time. Dinnertime was quite, porch time, peaceful, mornings, a breeze. I felt guilty for saying it, but having a vacation from Jules and from our mystery-hunting felt quite refreshing. It lasted all the way until Wednesday afternoon when we were confronted by the most unlikely of duos.
 
   Standing at our front door, with Bear barking up a storm, was Officer Krumpke and Ray. Together. Now that was a strange pairing.
 
   “Officer Nunez, Ray, come on in.” Said Ben in the most pleasant of voices. I struggled with Bear to contain him enough to get him into the bedroom. As we showed them to the back porch, Ben gave me a look that said “WHAT?” Just what I was thinking myself.
 
   “What can we do for you?” Ben asked first.
 
   “Can I get you anything, tea, a beer?” Ray indicated he would indeed take a beer and I poured tea for Officer Krumpke.
 
   “Well, we have some interesting developments.” Officer Krumpke started out.
 
   “A few days ago, Ray came forward to me and confessed some things and we’ve been kind of working together ever since.”
 
   Sounded intriguing, I thought. I could see Ben raise his eyebrows in probably the same thought.
 
   “Ray broke into Pam’s house and stole a bottle. A prescription bottle. It was a prescription bottle of sleeping pills.”
 
   Gulp. I thought, I knew exactly where that prescription bottle was at this very minute. In my top drawer.
 
   “What most people don’t know, and what I’ve shared with Ray and now with you two is that Drew didn’t take the sleeping pills himself that afternoon, they were crushed up and ingested along with some food.”
 
   Officer Krumpke let that one sink in a bit as both Ben and I looked at each other.
 
   “If we could locate that bottle, Ray has agreed to testify that it he stole it from Pam’s.”
 
   “Excuse us for a moment.” I thought Ben was going to ask me to leave the porch but he beckoned to Ray.
 
   As Ray and Ben went inside, and amidst the jumbles in my own stomach, I tried to make small talk with Officer Krumpke. But luckily Bear came running out and started barking at him. Thank goodness for loud little animals some times. I had quite a time getting him under control and was able to usher him into Yaz’s room to keep her company. As I made my way out, I saw Ray and Officer Krumpke speaking in the corner of the porch and Ben was urging me to be quiet with his eyes.
 
   “I want to thank both of you for your hospitality but we really must be on our way, there’s something or someone we need to check on.” And with that Officer Krumpke and Ray headed out the door.
 
   I was left reeling. “What did you do?” Knowing exactly what my husband had done.
 
   “I gave Ray the bottle and told him where we had gotten it.” “What? How did he take it?”
 
   “He was fine with it, he seemed to know.”
 
   Lordy-loo, I thought. How did Ray know that we had that bottle, 
 
   had he seen us that day, did he see me getting my DUI and decided to wait and see what happened? Why was he now working with Officer Krumpke and what were they working on together.
 
   That night in bed neither Ben nor I said much we just held each other and held our dog. The effect of the last two weeks was getting to both of us. Our promise to help Jesse was starting to be too high a price to pay when it interfered with our own safety and security. If someone was threatening us with dead fishes, there were two break-ins next door, with two injuries, how much more was it going to take for us to see that this was getting too close for comfort. Ben did say he was going to beef up our own security system. We had the option of having every window and door alarmed at night and we hadn’t yet chosen to use that option but I wanted it, I wanted the most security we could get. From time to time Ben even talked about putting in a video surveillance system. It was expensive but not as expensive as you might think. And it would be worth it, if it helped us feel more safe. We fell asleep in each other’s arms thinking of such things.
 
   That next day, Thursday, was Jules return to our happy home. I was due to pick her up from school and I was determined to be sickly sweet. Sickly sweet, no matter what vile thing she threw at me. And why was I convinced that she would? It was part of my problem, one that I would have work on, I needed to expect decent things from her and work on my own troubling level of discontent with her. At least that was my homework from my therapist.
 
   “Hey Jules, you look nice, how are you?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Well there goes my best effort, I thought. The rest of the night seemed fine, Jules pouted here and there but I paid extra attention to Yaz and just let it slip off my back. Like water on a duck’s butt.
 
   Luckily the next day was quiet too. But Saturday was spent with my strong husband installing our brand new video surveillance system. He went right out on Saturday morning to Best Buy and came home with it, as a surprise and present for me. He was always doing that, he loved bringing home little surprises for me. As long as I could be happy with a steam cleaner and various hardware, it was always a happy surprise. We ended up with the Lorex Edge System that gave us both remote computer access (meaning we could log into it from work) and in-home surveillance. It was top of the line and I danced around him as he installed it, clapping my hands and cheering on my all too protective husband.
 
   Little did we know just how essential our new system would become.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Coffee. Is. Brilliant. Coffee, when you need it, like I do in the early morning, is such an essential thing, I couldn’t begin my day without it, and literally can’t talk some mornings without my first cup. I kind of mumble my way through various good mornings until I feel that sweet, warm brew work it is way through my veins.
 
   It was one of those mornings. With the new alarm system in place, plus our new surveillance system, Ben bounded out of bed like a kid in a candy store, he had all sorts of new toys to play with. We had adjusted one of the cameras to point at Drew’s house to see if we could catch anyone trying to break in again and there were the nights tapes to review. Ben was all about checking out his new toy. Me. I wanted coffee.
 
   “Honey, come here, look,” I heard him yell out from the computer room. It was much too early for any sort of human-like interaction. I mumbled and took myself and my coffee cup into the room to see what he had seen.
 
   “See this, at 2:30 last night, you can see a car drive up slow across from Drew’s house, does that look like a white car to you?” It was hard to tell, since our surveillance system only recorded in black and white, and this was kind of a muted light grey. It was hard to see in the first place, plus add the non-color of the black and white and it made it extra grainy.
 
   “I dunno honey.” Is all Iwas able to muster. “You know what we need to do, right?”
 
   I couldn’t begin to imagine.
 
   “We need to catch this guy.” Uggh. My heart dropped at that one. I knew Ben was all jazzed up, with his new high tech equipment, but staying up all night, especially in the fog of my lazy morning, he’d definitely have a hard time convincing me this was necessary.
 
   “Can’t we just call Officer Krumpke, I mean Nunez?” “Maybe” is all he would agree to.
 
   Luckily my coffee had kicked in by the time I got to work and I was able to finish the projects I needed to, while spending time “checking” on our home via the internet. I have to admit, logging on to your surveillance system via my work was a hoot. I could get used to this.
 
   I was happily preparing dinner in the kitchen when Ben surprised me, again. This time I wasn’t too happy with his surprise. It was Ray and Bev.
 
   What is it with this Ray anyhow?
 
   “Honey, look who I’ve invited over.” It was a statement, not a question. As in, couldn’t he have asked me if I wanted these two over for dinner. But it turns out, dinner was the last item on the agenda for the night.
 
   “Ray is going to stay over at Drew’s, while we are here, to see if we can catch this guy. We’re staying up all night if we have to.” Ben was so pleased with himself I almost had a hard time being furious with him. But furious I was. Not only would I have to suffer through a dinner with the boy toy and his hussy girlfriend but I’d have to stay up all night too? Really? Lordy- loo on a stick squared and rubbed with peppermint.
 
   Getting ready for our night of surveillance, I made a huge, strong pot of dark roast to keep me going. It was over coffee that Bev and I discussed her impending grandmother-hood. She was shocked and horrified at being a grandmother and equally as shocked and horrified at who the mother was. The talk and the coffee juiced me up for the night ahead.
 
   But luckily for me, it didn’t do the same for Bev and she quickly fell asleep on the couch. After tinkering for ages with his new toy and showing it off to Ray, Ray snuck over to Drew’s house and ensconced himself in the dark. The plan was to have Ben watching the surveillance, me sitting in the dark front porch also watching for cars, and Ray next door in the dark at Drew’s. At the sign of anything suspicious we’d all start the cell phone chain, either Ray would contact us and vice versa. But that the second call would go to the police. Ben had checked to make sure Officer Krumpke would be on duty. He didn’t tell him about our “sting” operation but simply wanted to make sure he’d be on duty if we ended up calling.
 
   When you are waiting for something to happen, time slows down dramatically. It is like some bad curse. Twenty minutes can feel like an hour, a day can feel like a month. This is what this evening was turning into, a great big wait fest. Just like all those months we waited to find out if we were pregnant or not. It was rare that I thought about those times anymore. Having closed the chapter on having a baby of our own brought a certain sense of finality. But not in a sad way, like I imagined. I always imagined that not having a child would leave me navigating my life like the walking wounded. Like I was injured in an accident no one could see. But it didn’t feel that way. I felt more whole than I thought I would. I was still me, just childless. It was just a fact of my life, like my weight, I’m a little over weight, a little round. Fluffy. Not obese, but curvy. I have dark hair. I am infertile. Just a fact of life like any other.
 
   These were some of my thoughts as I went from waiting on the porch to checking in with Ben. I was joining Bev laying on the couch when Ben piped up, “Honey go check the white car outside, quietly.”
 
   I slipped out the front door keeping close to the wall, like I’ve seen cops do on TV shows, enough to peek around the corner. There, in the dim moonlight was a white car, it was parked about 30 yards away, in between Hank Stidmore’s house and Floyd’s house, across the street from Drew’s. It was too far away for me to read the plate number clearly, but it looked like a Ford car of some kind. There was a person seated in the front seat but they were making no attempt to get out of the car. They just parked and waited, like us. Not being able to resist anything, Ben had come out of the door and stood next to me with our backs against the wall. I almost chuckled out loud to myself, it was like we were playing a game of some sort, amateur sleuths or cops and robbers but an adult version. Ben had called Ray and said to be on the alert. We didn’t know if this was our culprit or not, but it was the most suspicious sighting we had had all night.
 
   Just as we waited there side by side, we heard a car door open and someone step out of the car. The problem was, we were both trying to stay hidden and so didn’t have a direct sight line to the car. And this is why we flubbed as bad as we did. Ben went to step around me, carefully and quietly, so he could peek out around the corner and see who was getting out the car and I backed up too much to the left and that’s when we heard and saw the crash. The planter I have in the corner of our little porch picked just that moment to topple over and crash to the ground.
 
   The person whipped around and looked in our direction, they were slight, small that was for sure, but we couldn’t see much because they had a black or dark hoodie on and there was only one overhead street light that was down a bit from where they were. What happened next all happened so fast. The planter crashed, Ben uttered a loud “shit”, the person whipped around in our direction, dropped something, and then jumped back in the car, Ben went flying out of the porch door quickly followed by me. Ben was fumbling with his phone and the only thing I could think to do was to run towards the car to try and get the license plate number. I must have looked like a raving lunatic. There Ia m in my sweats, with my fuzzy slippers on, running down the middle of the road screaming “get the license plate number” “get the license plate” thinking that Ben was right behind me. But he wasn’t. It was just me standing in the middle of the road in the middle of the night chasing a car screaming my head off. Not one of my most smooth moments. Just as I bent down to pick up what the person had dropped, Ray came bounding out of Drew’s house and Ben screamed to him, “get in the car, let’s go.” And we all took off in Ben’s civic to try and see if we could catch the car.
 
   We headed east down Glencove with the car about three blocks ahead of us. Both cars were doing well over the posted speed limit of 30 MPH, being that it was late at night, there wasn’t much traffic. As the white car ahead of us took the corner at Pace it picked up speed. So many of the roads in Florida are flat and long without many stop signs to hinder speeding, it is easy to get way ahead of the speed limit. We were still too far behind to read the full license plate number. The car surprised us all and took a left turn at Jupiter and then a right onto Emerson, we were getting close to catching our perp as we all approached the intersection of Emerson and Minton. Just as we were pulling up we heard the crash before we saw it, the white car ahead of us hit the SUV in front of it. We nearly ended up hitting the white car ourselves but Ben was able to swerve out of the way just at the last moment. It wasn’t a huge crash, but you could see damage to the front end of the white car. Just as the fellow in the SUV, who was rather pissed, got out of his car to see what the damage was, the white car sped off. Ben corrected his swerve and was able to dart around the SUV and follow the white car from two cars back. The pissed fellow in the SUV jumped back in his car and gave chase too. We were headed down Palm Bay Road with the SUV behind us flashing his lights and yelling his head off. Just then the white car took the entrance ramp to 95 south and we all followed, our little crazy caravan. The SUV was able to pull up beside the white car and the driver was jestering wildly while we maintained a close distance right behind the white car. We were finally able to get the license plate number. But it turns out we wouldn’t need it.
 
   We were soon joined by two cop cars who were indicating to the white car to pull over. When it finally did and our little caravan pulled over as well we were surprised as we could have been who was behind the wheel.
 
   “Pam?” Ben spoke first.
 
   “What?” was all I could manage.
 
   “I knew it!” was what Ray had added.
 
   We had told the cops that we were witnesses to the crash on Emerson, not wanting them to know we had been following Pam since Drew’s house.
 
   Pam was charged with leaving the scene of an accident and causing damage to the SUV although it looked like her car withstood the brunt of the crash. Turns out the person Pam had hit back on Emerson was an off-duty cop. Leaving the scene of the accident with an off-duty cop is certainly one way to get caught.
 
   As I waited for the boys to “handle” the scene and give their two cents to the cops, it gave me a chance to look through what Pam had dropped back outside Drew’s house. And it was very interesting, very interesting indeed.
 
   “I want to talk to you.” Ray pointed and jestered at Pam indicating that he was going to ‘take care of things’ as soon as the cops where through with her.
 
   But it turns out we wouldn’t even get that chance.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   My Ben had taken care of things. As he always did. It was so refreshing, I thought to myself, to have a man around, one who enjoyed being a man and taking charge. So different from my first husband, who kind of bumbled through his life, taking what would come. He wasn’t anything like Ben and that fact I was eternally grateful for. I had left him for that reason — he didn’t want to grow up, and at age 30 I felt it was time we had. It would take me nearly half of a decade to find Ben. But it was worth the wait.
 
   As soon as were driving home from the incident on 95, Ben had called Officer Krumpke and told him what happened, from beginning to end. Ray even took the phone at one point and put in his two cents.
 
   Turns out Ray had been doing his own digging into Ms. Pam’s background. Her house was close to being foreclosed on, a fact that had come to Ray’s attention by some careful lifting of certain mail from her mailbox. Ray was unconventional, that’s for sure, when it came to his own investigative habits: breaking and entering, stealing, it alI comes second nature to him. Ray suspected Pam of wanting to steaI something, something of real value, of Drew’s. Thus the sleeping pills, thus the continued trying to get into his house. Whether or not it was true, I wasn’t sure. But if Pam was in serious financial trouble, that could explain some of her actions. Plus what I had in my hand had to add to the intrigue of the situation.
 
   What was sure was that through all of this, we were developing an unlikely kinship and friendship and affection for Ray and Bev. It was funny how familiarity and a single common interest could bring together the most unlikely of friendships. Both Ben and I wondered at Ray’s involvement in all of this, we both didn’t think it was in it for the same reason we were, to help Jesse, that was for sure. But to help Bev, I might think so. For all their ups and downs and back and forths, I really did think and could see where Bev and Ray were truly in love. How their shared insecurities worked for them rather than against them. Plus add to that, Ray seemed to like being the hero. Stepping in and sweeping up the mess that was left by Drew’s death. In that way, he and Ben had had a lot in common. There’ s nothing my Ben doesn’t like more than being my hero. And that he was.
 
   And then there was Bev. Such an unlikely friend for me. But her chatty, flirty ways were even rubbing off on me. She was very feminine, like on steroids feminine. Always checking her makeup, her nails perfectly done. Being around her made me feel both awkward and a little jealous. It made me want to be more feminine too. I spent a lot more time checking the· mirror when she was around. Plus her unconventional style choices were making me feel frumpy. I noticed
 
   that around her I tended to choose the tighter shirts that showed off my girls and went for the tighter jeans. In some ways it was good for me, to have someone this close to help mix things up, put them just a little off kilter and make me question my own ingrained habit is.
 
   And Bev and I had finally made our trip together to go see Jesse in jail.
 
   “Hey mom.”
 
   “Hey bubbe, how are you holding up?” And with that question Jesse broke down crying. It was as if he had been holding it together as much as he could and the sight, just the very sight of his mom, sent him over the top. I can’t describe how small and pitiful Jesse looked at that moment. He just sobbed and his mom tried to comfort him. It was as if all the stress of the last few weeks had finally taken their toll. Bev cried too. Even I ended up in tears. I kept having to run to the bathroom to get toilet paper for us to blow our noses into. After that visit it was like Bev and I shared something. Something very intimate and very small and very fragile. We shared Jesse and a love for him that was entirely motherly and wanted only the best for that poor kid. I knew Bev wasn’t the kind of mother Jesse needed, but she was his mother and would always hold that place in his heart. Try as I might I could never fill that hole, but I could try and be a friend to both of them, to encourage them to be better towards each other. Maybe that was part of my role too, patcher-upper of mother and child.
 
   Plus there was an interesting development in our unlikely friendship with Ray and Bev, and that was Jules. Whether it was because she had a school girl crush on him, or what, but whenever Ray was around, Jules was about as nice as nice could get. Chipper, funny, helpful. It took me all of one afternoon to figure out this pattern and so of course, like any good stepmom, I took full advantage of it. Jules and I even baked cranberry breads together and I let her take over the one for Ray and Bev. Who knew that it took a little manly-crush for her to shape up. I really didn’t care what the reason was, if I could get along with Jules, it was worth the price of admission. And so we encouraged both Ray and Bev to come over a lot and we went the extra mile to be the helpful neighbors.
 
   It took two days for us to find out what happened with Pam. During that time, we had given the keys to Drew’s house to Ray and Bev. She would end up inheriting the house anyhow with Jesse in jail or not and it was only right that they start to make it a home of their own. I knew in my heart of hearts it was probably not the situation that Drew would have wanted, but in the end, it was what was right and truth be told I didn’t like having responsibility for taking care of Drew’s house. It was easier for us, and easier for them. And it gave us a new couple to hang out with, now that we were on friendlier terms.
 
   Officer Krumpke, I mean, Nunez had come over. We called next door to have our new neighbors join us since they had such a stake in what the outcome of Pam’s situation would be.
 
   “The whole crew is here” said the officer remarking on all of us sitting on the back porch like a captive audience.
 
   “I wanted you all to know, we’ve arrested Pam for breaking and entering next door, and for the attacks on you Ben, and Bev, ” and he paused, “for forgery, and for attempted murder.”
 
   I think it would be easy to say that we were all a little stunned by the last part of that sentence.
 
   “Once we got her downtown and presented our evidence to her--the prescription bottle— Pam confessed to feeding some sleeping pills to Drew. She claims she only put a few crushed up in some mayonnaise on a sandwich for him, intending to have him sleep for the afternoon so she could rifle through his computer but she must have given him more than a few because he had enough in his system to fell a horse.”
 
   “What about Jesse?” I asked, and Bev nodded in agreement.
 
   “Jesse is still being held, we still don’t know who, or if it was Jesse, gave Drew the Drano.”
 
   “There is no way it was Jesse, what about Pam?” I piped up. “Pam knew nothing about the Drano, and we believe her.” He said authoritatively.
 
   “She did have Drew’s checkbook, and we know she’s used it since his death. We’ve been able to locate two checks she wrote and forged his signature to.”
 
   While I was glad that Pam was going to be charged in Drew’s death, my heart sunk a little. How were we going to prove that Jesse didn’t spike Drew’s Gatorade with Drano. Who would have done it?
 
   “Why was Pam trying to break into Drew’s?” All of this still didn’t make sense to me.
 
   “I think I can shed some light on that situation.” I piped up. Truth be told with all the comings and goings I had hardly remembered to give the piece of information I had recovered from the scene outside Drew’s house to the cops in charge.
 
   “Here it is, it is a life insurance policy, with Drew’s supposed signature on it,” I handed it over to Officer Krumpke explaining where it came from. What we all came to believe was that Pam was trying to place the document in Drew’s office so it would be found. The life insurance policy was made out with her as the beneficiary. ·
 
   What we didn’t know was if the signature was bogus-- at least it wasn’t signed in front of a notary. Did that make the document invalid? Was it even Drew’s signature? It is hard to believe that Drew would make out a life insurance policy benefitting someone he had only known for two months. And if Pam signed his name to checks, surely she could have made this one up too.
 
   If Pam was in trouble financially, that would make sense, she would want to get any portion of Drew’s money that she could. She had stolen his checkbook, so what’s to say she didn’t want to steal more than that?
 
   “What I want to know is who fed Drew the Gatorade with Drano. It wasn’t Jesse, Officer Nunez, you have to believe that now.” I added.
 
   “We still can’t prove that Jesse didn’t do it.” Was all he added. “What about Taylor and her mom? What’s going on with them?” I asked. 
 
   “We’re in the middle of investigating them for drug offenses, so I can’t divulge much, but just know that we are watching them and they know we are watching them.”
 
   Officer Krumpke left and then it was just the four of us on the porch.
 
   I had Ben dig out his index cards. He tactfully omitted bringing out those with Bev and Ray’s name on them and I hoped, for the sake of our blossoming friendship, that he tore them up. There’s nothing worse than a little “hey, sorry, we thought you were murderers” to ruin a good friendship.
 
   After putting a big check mark on Pam’s, left on the list were Taylor and Taylor’s mom. Truthfully, out of everyone, I could see both of them doing such an awful act. They both had bad attitudes, they both were selfish and self-centered, they both were troublemakers of the worst kind. But how to prove it was them?
 
   Ray and Ben discussed this and other man-related items while Bev and I retreated to the kitchen.
 
   “Thank you for taking me to see Jesse” she said in a quiet tone. “You are welcome, he so needed to see you, you saw that right,  how important you are to him.”
 
   “I can’t thank you enough, you’ve been a good friend to us.”
 
   And we that we hugged. I still couldn’t believe that I was developing real affection and a real friendship with someone I had so easily dismissed.
 
   Laying in bed that night this is what Ben and I discussed- our unlikely friendships and Drew’s murder. If we were to help Jesse get out of jail, we’d have to find the Drano killer. We were close but not close enough.
 
   Little did we know we were closer than we thought.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   This time it was Ray. The one running down the street like a banshee in the middle of the night. Instead of me.
 
   Ray had gone out and bought and installed the same surveillance system that Ben had gotten. We had agreed, as neighbors, to each keep a camera pointed at the other ones house as a favor.
 
   Nearly three weeks had passed without any incidence whatsoever. Jesse was still in jail as was Pam.Jules was still being a sweetheart. No appearance of lice or dead fish. All had been quiet. Far too quiet.
 
   And that’s what had sent Ray running down the street screaming like a crazy man. He had been home, at Drew’s, both Bev and he had officially moved in. He was sitting at his computer screen looking at his system when he saw it.
 
   Someone was spray-painting our house. It was about 1:30 in the morning and Ben and I were happily asleep in each other’s arms when we heard Bear barking like mad. Attuned to trouble in the middle of the night, Ben bounded out of bed and I followed, sensing his urgency. And that’s where we were when we saw Ray running down the road after someone.
 
   Ben was first out the door and I followed him. And that was when I saw it. Four letters spray-painted white on the side of our house “R-A-T-S”. It was crude and ugly and stained our brick exterior. I was pondering we were going to clean such a thing off brick when I heard the thud and the wrestling. Ray had managed to tackle our spray painter and wrestle them to the ground in front of Hank Stidmore’s place. Ben went running back inside to call9-1-1and I stood there not knowing what to do. I decided to head over closer to where Ray was, close but not to close if you know what I mean. And that’s when it became clear who Ray was having trouble keeping a hold of: Taylor’s mom. All three hundred pounds of her were on the road under Ray’s grasp. She was swearing up a storm and Ray was swearing right back at her. I suddenly wanted to laugh at the whole scene, I mean, it was so absurd: big strong Ray tackling and wrestling with Mrs. Hufflelump.
 
   After what seemed like a very long time, Officer Dead Fish was back. And not happy to see us again. For a policeman, he was extra grumpy, but maybe it was just the fact that we had seemed to keep him quite busy as of late.
 
   Ray took the lead and showed him the tape of Mrs. Hufflelump spray painting our house. And I don’t think it was that, but the belligerency that Mrs. Hufflelump showed the police that got her in real trouble. They ended up taking her in for her swearing and cussing as much as for the spray-painting.
 
   All four of us were having a giggle about the sight of Ray tackling her when we realized that the officers had left Mrs. Hufflelump’s car down the street.
 
   Ben and Ray were out the door in a hot minute. Bev and I decided to follow them, me stopping by the kitchen on my way out to get a flashlight.
 
   We approached the SUV and lo and behold it was unlocked. Ben and Ray took the front seats and Bev and I took the back. What we were looking for, we didn’t know but surely we’d find something. There were two cans of white spray paint in the back seat, were we her only targets for the night or was she planning on hitting more? Did she have other “rats” she was hoping to vandalize?
 
   “Lookie here, what do we have here boys and girls,” said Ben in his most dramatic voice and with that he pulled up a baggie of white looking pills.
 
   “We need to call the police folks, we shouldn’t be doing this, ” I said guiltily, knowing we were tampering with some sort of evidence. “Bee’s right, we need Officer Nunez” agreed Ben.
 
   By the time Officer Krumpke was on duty, I had to be at work, and so left the scene of the crime in the hands of the men, both of which didn’t have to be to work until noon. And Bev of course, who had lost her job due to her absence around Drew’s death. She seemed more than content to be not working.
 
   When I got home later that afternoon I noticed that Taylor’s mom’s SUV was nowhere to be seen.
 
   I called over to Bev.
 
   “What happened to the car?”
 
   “The police took it. The bag of pills was zanax, I guess they are called z-bars.” Said Bev.
 
   I immediately called Ben to find out what happened. “Yeah, Officer Nunez came and was very happy to see the bag of pills we found in the car. He said something like ‘we’ve got her now’. And the police took the car.”
 
   “Hmmm.” Was all I added.
 
   The next morning we found out why Officer Krumpke was so happy. Again, it was the Channel Six morning news that let us know.
 
    
 
   Drug Dealing Mom Busted in Raid on House
 
   Palm Bay, Florida: Yvonne Stanton, 37, of 379 Early Road in Palm Bay was being held in Stark’s penitentiary on drug possession and possession of drug paraphenelia and is charged with intent to sell.
 
   The discovery came as a result of a raid on the house that also resulted in the arrest of a youth in residence at the home in a charge of possession.
 
 
   “Look honey, I think they arrested Taylor too.” I piped out to Ben who was just getting out of the shower.
 
   “How do we find out?” I asked Ben, nearly knowing the answer but wanting him to take the lead.
 
   “We call our favorite policeman.”
 
   But the truth was, Officer Krumpke didn’t call us back, either that day or the next. We supposed he was busy with his big arrest and we had other Jess interesting things to take care of, like the RATS spray paint on our bricks. Turns out, getting graffiti off bricks isn’t that easy, you can powerspray, but that only takes off a certain amount and then you have to treat it with a chemical spray and then powerspray again.
 
   Needless to say it took most of one night for Ben and Ray to accomplish. Even Jules in her newly “helpful” state had come out and tried to help.
 
   Turns out Jules was helpful in a number of ways, it was through her that we had found out that they had arrested Taylor. For possession. Something I was quite happy about. Part of it was that she was pregnant, how dare she put herself and the baby in danger that way, even if she wasn’t taking the drugs, she was helping deal them and what is a 15 year old doing dealing in pills. It was outrageous. Of course, if your mother is a drug dealer, I suppose it is second nature but still. Apparently Taylor’s arrest was the topic of conversation on the school bus. When I was fourteen-fifteen the only topics of conversation I could remember had to do with boys. And periods. And music. And boys again. Not drugs. Not who is dealing to who. And who got caught. There is such a generational difference between me and Jules and her father and Jules, plus add in the cultural filters of Ben’s Russian background and forget about it, there’s such a big cultural divide it’s a wonder they speak the same language.
 
   It was Thursday before we heard back from Officer Krumpke and when the call came Ben was busy at pool league and tried to beg off the call. Ben had been participating in the local pool league for as long as I had known him, it was his one night a week to get away from being a dad, from being a husband, from work, just be the best pool player he could be. And he was pretty good. When he walked in the pool hall and announced the “king was here” it was only partially a joke. There were only a handful of pool players who could beat him and he usually recruited them to play with him rather than face them on opposing teams. I loved going with him when our schedules allowed it and cheering him on. It was fun to see him in his element, purely enjoying the sport of it all. And a beer or two.
 
   So when I saw Ben check his phone (which was on vibrate) and run outside the bar, I knew it was either the cops, one of the kids or Countess Von Stinker, none of which I particularly wanted to talk to on our one night off.
 
   Of course I followed. “Officer Nunez, yes?”
 
   “We’re out now, can we meet up with you later or tomorrow?” “I see, yes, okay then.”
 
   I hated one sided conversations.
 
   “What did he say?” I piped in as soon as Ben hung up the phone.
 
   “He said he had news for us. That he wants to meet us tomorrow.”
 
   Uggh. I hated the way men could do that, just truncate a conversation and stick to the facts. If Officer Krumpke had information for us, wouldn’t you stay on the phone to find out? Or insist on meeting him right away. No, not my Ben. Not my singularly focused Ben. Now, we play pool. Tomorrow talk to cop. Simple. Simply frustrating is what it was.
 
   And that’s why we had all gathered the next day once again in our back porch to hear what the Officer had to say. It was Ben and I and Ray and Bev. Truth be told it was starting to get too cold to sit out on the back porch like we did, but I think we did it more out of habit than anything else. Floridians are funny with the weather, anything below 72 is cold and warrants full pants and a sweater maybe even a coat. I had broken out my favorite hoodie for the occasion.
 
   “Thank you all for coming here again, I think it is time we update you on the situation.” Officer Krumpke started.
 
   “As you know, we’ve arrested Taylor and her mom on drug charges. The baggie you found allowed us to be able to get a warrant to search their house, when we went in we found Taylor trying to flush some more pills down the toilet.”
 
   “But the bad news is, we’ve released her.” And with that my heart sunk.
 
   “Since she’s technically a juvenile, I shouldn’t be discussing this with you, but we also found some things in her room that you should be aware of, which is why I’m sharing this with you.”
 
   “On one of the posters in her room she had taped up a journal entry that read ‘down with all RATS’. Now I mention this because, as you know, both her and her mom are convinced that you were the ones who sent the cops after them, and after what happened the other night, I need to warn you that this might escalate and you shouldn’t respond to anything that might happen, you need to call us the minute anything, anything at all happens, ok?” And he looked from one of us to the other trying to get us all to nod in agreement.
 
   “It is very important that we catch her doing one more thing wrong, and with her history, it should be easy to do, but I need you all to 1) be watchful and 2) be careful and then 3) call us if anything, anything at all comes up, you promise, Ben, Ray?”
 
   Both Ben and Ray nodded in agreement but if I knew the two of them, calling the cops would be the very last thing they would do if anything happened. I wondered at that too, what did the police or Officer Krumpke think anyhow, what more could Taylor do?
 
   We would certainly find out that answer to that question in no time.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   We were late getting our holiday decorations up. With all the brouhaha around Drew’s death at Halloween time and then having everything happen with the break-ins at Drew’s and our vandalism, stringing lights was the last thing on our agenda. But it was time. I loved the holidays, especially living in Florida. Christmastime meant LIGHTS and funny blow up decorations on your lawn. We had a deer that was supposed to bend and raise  it is neck but because we lost a part it only kind of nodded at you. It was hilarious to us every year. “Time for broken deer” is what Ben would pipe out as he got broken deer’s box out of the attic. Christmastime was definitely my favorite time of the year- I know that sounds so cliché, but I loved the decorations, the fuss, the busyness, the shopping, the putting off the shopping, the waiting in lines, the “happy holidays” that everyone threw out at you at the stores.
 
   We were in the midst of hanging the lights on the shrubs outside our garage when Bev came bounding out of her house.
 
   ”They are letting Jesse out.”
 
   “What?” I said dropping my bundles of lights and turning towards her.
 
   “They’ve dropped the murder charges and are letting him come back on home on house arrest.”
 
   And we hugged. We had done it, kept our promise. I still couldn’t believe it. They hadn’t found the Drano killer but at least for some reason they didn’t think Jesse had done it. And that’s what had mattered.
 
   As soon as we put all the lights away and bundled up the car, we left. We had all decided to drive up together to Stark’s. Bev, Ray and Ben and I. We were all as excited as we could be. Jesse was getting out. He’d still be on house arrest for his drug charges, but all charges related to Drew’s death had been dropped.
 
   It took hours for them to process him and we had all just waited together, pacing around the information booth out front with Ray and Ben talking together and Bev and I just as excited as two mom’s could be.
 
   “Jess!” we both exclaimed as soon as we saw him in his grungy t shirt and jeans that he had worn the day they took him away over seven weeks ago.
 
   He hugged his mom, shook Ray and Ben’s hands, and gave me a hug. He looked tired and small and fragile. And for a tall troubld teen that is something indeed.
 
   He sat in the back wedged between the door and his mom, with
 
   Ray on the other side and said, “Can we stop at Wendy’s?”
 
   We all watched him chow down on the biggest burger they had while we peppered him with questions.
 
   “What did they say? Why did they drop the charges?” I wanted to know if they had some new evidence we didn’t know about.
 
   “I’m supposed to meet with my probation officer and then the officer in charge of the investigation sometime this week, but they didn’t tell me much other than that.”
 
   We were all just glad to have him back in our midst. It was hard to say how out of control you feel when someone you know is in jail. You can’t contact them except when they call or you go visit them, you don’t know what kind of people they are encountering. And for a kid who is on the brink of trouble, like Jesse, it is particularly hard. Would prison make him more troubled or would it scare him straight? It was hard to say.
 
   One thing was for sure and that was with Jesse out, he’d want to see Taylor and that meant we’d see her. We hadn’t seen her since her mom was arrested for vandalizing our house and she was arrested for possession. Through the rumor mill that was Jules these days we’d heard that she was back out and we knew that Officer Krumpke was on the look out for her. We’d have to call him and let him know about Jesse, unless he already knew, is that who Jesse meant when he said he’d have to be in touch with the officer in charge? I wondered at this during our ride home.
 
   We made steaks and cooked outside over at Drew’s when we got home and Jules and Yaz joined us. It was a nice home coming and you could just tell Jesse was so glad to be out of jail.
 
   It wasn’t until later that week that I found out there was an ulterior motive for releasing Jesse. And it was Officer Krumpke who had hinted at it.
 
   He had come over to meet with Jesse and then came over to our house to update us.
 
   “Nice to see you two again.” He was always so formal with us. I just wished he’d kick back, take a beer and really let us know what he thought. It was funny about cops that way, how they always wore their professional selves both on and off duty.
 
   “As you know, we’ve released Jesse. Now we are hoping that Jesse can help us in certain ways and I think you know to what and about who I am talking?”
 
   Both Ben and I nodded, knowing Officer Krumpke’s interest in nabbing Taylor.
 
   “I hope you both will help us keep an eye out, now that he is out, I suspect Taylor will be over from time to time.”
 
   We again nodded. We had only seen her once in the last few days since Jesse had been home which seemed odd, but I suspect she’d be over quite a lot in the coming weeks and yuck, months ahead. With her pregnant belly hanging out for all to see.
 
   “It important that we all keep an eye out, even Jesse is going to do what he can to help, this last visit to jail has opened up his perspective a little on the situation.”
 
   And with that we said our goodbyes. I wondered what Officer Krumpke wanted from us and from Jesse. Did he really think Jesse would spy on his girlfriend/baby mama? Maybe Jess had agreed to do just that.
 
   What happened next was all Ray’s idea. It was preposterous at the time and I should have just poo-poo’d the idea the minute it came up.
 
   “I want us to break into Taylor’s house,” was what Ray had actually said.
 
   “What?” both Ben and I gasped.
 
   “Now listen. We all know that Taylor is bad news. And some of us suspect she had a hand in Drew’s death but we can’t prove it, or the police haven’t been able to. It has to be us.”
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding. How on earth are we going to do this?” I said seriously reconsidering our newly formed friendship. Steak and fries were one thing but breaking and entering, I just couldn’t see how we could do that.
 
   “Now I’ve thought about it. And we can do this. The girls can take Taylor shopping, we do it on a day when her dad’s at work, her mom’s already in jail. Everyone will be out of the house. Ben doesn’t even have to go in, he can be look out.”
 
   “No way, we’re not doing this,” I said emphatically.
 
   “Ok, let’s do this,” my not-so-dear husband said emphatically. I looked at Ben like he had two heads.
 
   “What?” I said, nearly yelling, to him.
 
   “No, it makes sense. Ray can go in. I hang around the outside with Bear, like I’m walking the dog, and we just see what we can find.”
 
   Not only was Ray going to implicate my husband, but now my dog, in the commission of what surely was going to be felony of some sort.
 
   “Bear, you want bear involved?”
 
   I just had to leave.  it is just better that way. I needed to breathe deep and not hit my husband upside his ever loving head. I went into the kitchen and looked down and saw my perpetually happy dog smiling up at me, was I going to give him a treat, a hot dog? A rap sheet?
 
   Lordy-loo. Ray’s plan, really, was alright. There was just one change, and that was, I’d have to be there. There was no way I was letting Ben take this one on alone. If we went down, we went down together: me, my lunkhead husband, and my too sweet dog.
 
   And on Saturday like planned Bev took my Accord and loaded Jules and Yaz and Taylor to go off and do some shopping for baby clothes and baby items. I had begged off with laundry to do. It was dirty laundry indeed but not the type they thought about.
 
   After we saw them off, Ben and I loaded Bear in our civic and Ray took his Nissan and we headed the 1.5 miles to Taylor’s house. The plan was for each of us to park far enough way that we could “walk” by Taylor’s house. Ray would slip around back and let himself in the back porch, getting access to the house through the kitchen window. Bear and Ben and I would leisurely walk by notifying Ray if someone pulled up or we thought he was in danger. Probably not the slickest of plans, but it was the best we could come up with.
 
   Ray parked first and walked towards Taylor’s house. As soon as we saw him bound around back we started out leisurely walk of Bear. Needless to say Bear was the most excited member of our troupe, being that he got a whole new area to sniff and check out.
 
   It was only about seven minutes into our “operation” when Ray stuck his head out the front door and yelled to Ben to come join him.
 
   Ben bounded inside with Ray and I was left dumfounded with Bear walking outside of Taylor’s house trying to be casual but with my insides flipping up and down and inside and out.
 
   Just then Bear started sniffing heavily and indicating he wanted to go up the side of Taylor’s house. Trying frantically to seem casual, I let Bear sniff until he reached a pile of something covered by a tarp. I reached down and lifted one corner of the tarp and there in sogging plastic and cardboard was something I thought Officer Krumpke would be most interested in.
 
   After what seemed an eternity, Ben came running out the front door. Not the smoothest move on the planet.
 
   “Quick, we have to get the car.” And we half walked and run and pulled Bear back to the car.
 
   “Why, what’s happening?” I asked.
 
   “Shhhh. I can’t tell you, we just have to pull up.”
 
   And just as we pulled up to Taylor’s Ray came out the front door with a computer tower under his arm. And to my astonishment he loaded it in our car. In broad daylight we were doing this. Granted, it was a little overcast, but not that overcast. What kind of neighborhood was this anyway. Not one single neighbor came over to ask us what we were doing. Maybe people were so used to seeing people, strangers really, come and go from Taylor’s house that they didn’t ask any questions. I suppose, for us, it was good. But still, it is funny, I kept thinking, surely we SHOULD get caught. It would be the neighborly thing to do.
 
   We drove home with me nearly yelling at my husband and him shushing me the whole way.
 
   “What the hell was that about?” I said when we were firmly ensconced back in our own house with Bear happily chewing on his favorite stuffed sheep.
 
   “We found something, on the hard drive, and Ray wanted to take it. Don’t worry, he’s going back and is going to put another computer in it is place, they will just think their computer stopped working.”
 
   “That is the most idiotic thing I’ve heard Mr. Ben Stanis. Do you realize that you could be convicted of stealing?”
 
   “Do you realize we’ve just solved the case?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “What we found, will solve who killed Drew.”
 
   “No honey, what I found will help solve who killed Drew” I said very proudly.
 
   And after I told him what Bear had sniffed out, we both agreed, the case was all but solved. We just needed the police to believe us.
 
   And that wasn’t going to be easy.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   It wasn’t that we had done the police’s job for them. But we had done their job for them. And Officer Krumpke knew it. At first he was angry, steaming angry, and threatened to haul both Ray and Ben off to jail. But then when we gave him what my little Bear had found, he calmed down.
 
   Gatorade bottles. A whole case of them. With only one missing. Sitting outside Taylor’s house. A few matching of numbers is all it took to put Taylor away for poisoning Drew with Drano. Well, that, and the history log on her searches on Google. Saved all so conveniently on the hard drive Ben and Ray had absconded with. “Kill with Drano” “Drinking Drano.” Smart Taylor wasn’t. That’s for sure.
 
   After the evidence was in police’s hands, where it rightfully belonged, it took only a few days for Taylor to break down and confess that she had laced Drew’s Gatorade with Drano. Turns out she wanted Jesse and Jesse’s house to herself. Well, her and her baby. There was only one good part of Taylor being in jail and that was at least she was getting proper pre-natal attention. Jesse was due to take custody of the baby as soon as it was born. He was excited and scared.
 
   Bev and Ray had settled in next door. Ray even installed a pool table for him and Jesse to play on, something that, of course, my husband took full advantage of. Overall it was a happy time in our little suburban paradise. It went on like that for months, while Pam and Taylor’s various plea deals were negotiated. Pam would end up serving eight years for involuntary manslaughter while Taylor got a stiffer 15 year penalty on her plea agreement.
 
   I was just happy to have my little life back together. Routine’s are a beautiful thing. Sleeping well, eating decently, taking care of things that need to be taken care of. If there were a prize given out for simple living, surely I’d win, or at least place in the competition. I rejoined my women’s gym so I could go at lunchtimes with Bev who ended up teaching me some particular good crunches to reduce the pouch that I carried in and around my hips. She was a pro at working out, all those hours with her own personal trainer really had paid off, and now I was reaping all the benefit. Ray had even gotten my husband, the one who NEVER works out, to lift a few weights here and there. Drew’s estate had finally been settled, and just as we predicted the majority of it went to Bev since their divorce had never been finalized and the only will Drew had was from years before. Which was all fine anyhow cause Bev and Ray took good care of Jesse. Jesse had even enrolled in community college. He studied over the summer and got his GED, I had helped him fill out the application for college and gone with him to pick out his first courses. He had had to get special permission from his probation officer, but now at least he could go to school and start to work towards a future.
 
   Jules and I even had some good times together. She was really getting into the idea of having a baby around and spent a good amount of time over at Jesse’s putting together a little nursery. We weren’t sure if her new founded interest lie with the expected baby, with her man crush on Ray or on a burgeoning crush on Jesse, the last of which we were none too encouraging about. But at least her attitude had improved dramatically.She even begged out of a visit or two with her mom which was unheard of. Countess Von Stinker had even become a bit more mellow. We assumed that had more to do with her latest conquest, Sam. Sam was a recreation director for the city and was as down to earth as men came. They had met at a farmer’s market each squeezing a melon. And it was love at first site. For all her faults, Countess Von Stinker did have the free-wheeling hippy look to her. Just the kind of earth motherly type a health-conscious down to earth guy would find attractive. Good for her I thought. It was time that she settled down and the truth was, the more she was involved with her new man, the less she would be involved in our lives. And that was indeed music to my ears.
 
   August 8th at 8:05 a.m. little Cameron was born. We weren’t allowed to be at the birth, since she was a prisoner but as soon as was possible they transferred the newest Mr. Jones to the birthing unit at Mercy Hospital in Melbourne. That’s where we all first saw him. He was a slight little thing, born at only 6 pounds and a few ounces, but tall and kind of lanky like his granddad. He was clearly Jesse’s boy, they had the same eyes. Bev and I took turns staying the day at the hospital with Jesse while he filled out all the paperwork to get released. It was odd being in that unit, for me especially. But especially odd because there was no mother for this little baby. Just Jesse and us, his ad-hoc family. The fact that Taylor wouldn’t get to see her baby didn’t concern me as much as the fact that this little baby wouldn’t get to see his mom. Everyone needs a mother.
 
   It was bittersweet to me. I was so glad to have a baby close by, one that I could pretend and mother to the best of my ability. I really had to restrain myself though, from completely taking over. I loved that Jesse was in school, because it was good for him, but also because it gave me a few hours on my own with little Cameron. I had taken to delighting in every spit bubble and became an expert at examining baby poo for both consistency and smell. Oh the things you’ll do for a baby. I showed Jesse how to aspirate his little nose using that bubble thing, I showed him how to cut his little fingernails.
 
   But then I’d have to go home, with my arms empty and my heart breaking. Cameron wasn’t mine and it was getting hard for me to keep those lines of distinction un-blurred. They were getting fuzzier and fuzzier. I just wanted to wrap him up and say to Jesse, ok, I’ll take care of him for right now and you can have him when he’s 18 or so, mmmkay?
 
   To be a mom but not be a mom. Was that my lot in life? To carry the gene for motherhood but not the machinery to make it happen. How could God give me such a big heart with so little to fill it. I had really thought all these questions had been answered and put to bed but Cameron’s sudden appearance on the playing field had changed the game yet again. And I was back to my old wanting to be a mom self. I really had thought that through therapy and my own sense of smartness I had breezed past that particular pitfall, but here I was again, in quicksand and sinking.
 
   Ben had seen it happening and had pulled me aside from time to time to say “babes, he’s not your kid” and I had looked at him with such resentment and hardness that he had backed off. No one was going to deny me these precious few moments of pretend motherhood. Not even Ben.
 
   And Jules and I had bonded over this little baby. Her and I nearly now only fought about who was going to hold him or feed him. For her Cameron was a little doll to dress up and coo at. For me, it was deeper, more ingrained than that. But Jules and I now spent our afternoons on Jesse’s living room floor cooing at Cameron. It was fun. It was fun to have this time and this space with her. It was hard to believe that a nearly a half year ago she was angry enough at me to move out. Now we were like best buddies, picking out outfits and comparing cute pictures.
 
   Throughout that first month he was home the only missing element was Bev. She kept her distance. She cooed at the baby from time to time but didn’t really participate in the taking care of the baby. She was always busy, or claimed to be, playing Farmville on Facebook, or going to the salon to get her nails done. I don’t think she necessarily wanted to take care of little Cameron. It wasn’t that she didn’t love him, but rather that she just plain wasn’t that interested. How anyone could not be interested in every single gesture of that baby flabbergasted me. But there it was. Grandma was too busy making herself pretty. Not that I thought it was a bad thing, rather it was just who Bev was. She spent her years as a mom and now wanted to spend her years not being a mom. I couldn’t fault her for that. It was her choice.
 
   And Ray was probably the most surprising of all of us. He loved picking up the little baby and cuddling with it. It was funny to see, this little baby in the arms of this large, pumped man. Out of everything that came from Drew’s death, our friendship with Ray was probably the most surprising. I still remembered that first time I saw him in Workout World and what a jerk I thought he was. It makes me laugh now. He and Ben had really become close, as close as two grown men could be. They shared a passion for their surveillance systems, for all things computer, for pool playing. They were always a bit competitive but in a light hearted way. Ben would often come home from work, give me a kiss and grab a beer and head next door to play a round of pool with Ray or Jesse. Half the time I was over there anyhow taking care of little Cameron.
 
   After all the brouhaha with Drew’s death and all the events afterwards and then with little Cameron’s birth, surely we would be done with surprises, or would we?
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Signing my name is not how I pictured getting a baby would be. I always imagined the pregnancy, holding the growing the baby in my belly, bonding with that still small voice in my soul. I never imagined my birthing pains would be three big stacks of papers to sign and a $3000 attorney fee. But here it was, the most momentous occasion of my life, and in four small signatures it would be over. Not the labor pains I imagined but a different set of hurdles. Only a few of which were internal.
 
   Deciding to adopt Jesse’s baby was second nature to me. After all, I’ve been taking care of other people’s kids my whole life, it seemed such a natural thing to do. It helped that Jesse himself was the one to suggest the idea, the minute he did, little explosions went off in my head and I had such a hard time not jumping up and down and clapping my hands. I had to wait for Ben, he had to be the one to take the lead on this. After all, we had never even considered adoption as part of our infertility journey. We just assumed, like so many couples do, that you get married and you have a kid. When the “you have a kid” part didn’t work out for us, in a very harsh way, we simply just backed away from the idea that we would raise a child together. After all, Ben had his girls, I had the heart of at least one of them, we had each other. Maybe God had run out of blessings for me. He gave me Ben and that was my reward.
 
   But to be offered a baby, Jesse’s baby. A beautiful, healthy, smiling baby boy. It was too much for my little brain and heart to take in. Could it really be? Is this what god had intended all along for us? It took several days for Ben to think through the whole thing, meanwhile, I kept quiet and tried without much luck to keep my heart from soaring. When he finally looked at me, with a mixture of wonder and resignation, I knew. I knew this man would take this on and embrace this child as if it were our own. I must have cried for two days with joy afterwards. It seemed like the tears of relief and wonder would never end. A baby. My baby. In three more signatures, our baby. Little Cameron.
 
   Jesse had been home with Cameron for a month before he came to us. It had been a year since Drew’s death, just a few months since Taylor’s conviction. In truth, I had been spending as much time as possible over at Jesse’s taking care of little Cameron since he came home. I just couldn’t resist. This little fragile thing, born out of such tragedy into a particular unsteady environment. Naturally my heart gravitated towards the little thing. I wanted so much to care for this child, and now God and Jesse have determined that I was supposed to.
 
   I think Jesse was counting on his mom to help him with the little baby. It is not that she wasn’t interested in her grandchild, I think, but I think she just didn’t want to raise another baby. Slowly she extricated herself from the basic of the baby care. I kept going over trying to help Jess, from preparing the bottles to showing him how to burp little Cameron. Finally after a month of struggling on his own, Jesse came over and sat Ben and I down on the couch and made his request. He wanted us to raise his son. It was such a simple and lovely request and I couldn’t even imagine saying no but I knew it would take Ben some thinking to come around to the idea.
 
   When he looked at me with his certain look of resignation and determination I knew. I knew he had said yes in his heart and said yes to me. We’d have to juggle some things around. I’d have to work from home some, but we determined that I would stay home and take care of Cameron. The truth was, we were doing ok financially and had a little in savings we could tap into if we had.
 
   Jules was over the top excited with the idea, and Yaz seemed pleased, if a little quiet (perhaps giving up the ‘baby in the family’ role was getting to her). But it was all a blur to me. Ben had insisted we get papers drawn up and petition the court for termination of Taylor’s rights, which wasn’t hard to get, and do it right. It didn’t matter to me. I think I must have held Cameron every minute I could. It was all a blur, the visit is to the lawyer, the visit is to the court and to jail and then back to the lawyer, none of it, none of it even phased me. If I had to sign legal documents every hour of every day for the next forty years I’d do it if it meant I could have Cameron with me.
 
   Sitting in the makeshift nursery we had put together (Jules had even given up her room for this, now that was a big deal) rocking little Cameron, I was cooing blowing little spit bubbles in his direction. My hair was a mess, I was wearing mismatched sweats, make up long gone and I felt silly, from the top of my head to the bottom of my toes and realized I was wonderfully happily foolish indeed.
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