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      After six months of trying to get pregnant, I started to wonder if it would ever happen. Then, last month, the miracle test came back positive. I’d been getting very impatient by February because my sister—technically, sister-in-law, but I’d been calling her my “sister” for as long as I’ve known her—got pregnant in December with her second. She was definitely built to make babies. She couldn’t wait to bring a sibling into the world to join her adorable Kelly.

      Not to be outdone, my best friend, Patricia, eloped with my friend and sometimes coworker, Bill Kirkpatrick, virtually days after they met in a storybook, love-at-first-sight moment, witnessed by the rest of the WAIT Club—our investigative team made up of her and my friends Margo, Wanda, and Lyanne. Patricia had long been talking about having a sibling for her toddler, Nate—my godson—but she hadn’t envisioned being able to accomplish it married, until now. Life sometimes took strange and wonderful turns.

      Being Saturday, I took my motorcycle to Hollister for some much-needed service. Monterey and Marin had Ducati dealerships, but I couldn’t handle their tourist traffic and liked the staff at Hollister Power Sports. Besides, my friend John worked there, and I always enjoyed seeing him.

      I figured I’d better get this done before my pregnancy made balancing on a bike more challenging. I couldn’t even imagine what it would be like in a few months attempting to ride. But carrying a child inside of me ranked as the first thing I’d found even more exciting than riding a motorcycle in my whole adult life.

      Steve came out of the house as I strapped my helmet on and tightened my boots. He looked worried. He said, “Are you sure this is the best time to ride—and I mean any time over the next eight months? I never wanted to be in a position to lose you, but now I’d lose both of you if something terrible happened.”

      His concern touched me. “Oh, Steve, you are so adorable, but you know I am the best rider on the West Coast. Besides, I’d rather do it now when the two of us can actually fit on the bike.” I pulled my helmet off, and we kissed.

      He smiled. “Okay, I’m going to trust you, but don’t make me regret it.”

      I smiled sweetly. “I promise.” I put my helmet back on and revved up my Ducati for the twenty-minute ride to Hollister. There were only a few vehicles on San Felipe Road, which turned out to be a nice break from the 101, which I traveled more frequently north and south from Gilroy. I arrived a little before they opened at nine and pulled into the McDonald’s next door for a coffee and a sausage biscuit, which I hadn’t had in what felt like a century.

      When I got back to Hollister Power Sports, I tried the door, and it wouldn’t open, even though some people were milling around inside. I pressed my face to the window with my hands on either side to try to get a better view. It appeared that someone was lying on the floor and that the rest of the staff had gathered around them. Just then, I heard a siren.

      I felt a drop of sweat rolling down my back as Marilyn, a pretty blonde who looked a lot like me—their Publicity Director—approached the door to unlock it. She forced a smile. “I’m sorry, but it looks like we won’t be opening today. There’s been a bit of, um, an accident.”

      I tried to get some details. “Oh, I saw someone on the floor. Are they okay? I’m trained in CPR, and I’m also a cop with the Gilroy Police Department. Maybe I can help.” I showed her my badge. I didn’t tell her I only worked a couple of hours a week. What she didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her. I did specialize in homicide, after all.

      She looked at it briefly and returned it to me. “Well, you’re out of your jurisdiction, but we can use all the help we can get. Thank you.” She led me inside.

      There were five others with the body, who I recognized as their Service Manager, Juan Auriga. I didn’t know him well, but he seemed like a nice enough guy—quiet and efficient, from what I could tell. He stuck up for his staff in the few interactions I’d had with him, which I respected. The General Manager, the Parts Manager, and a couple of techs rounded out the crew.

      They cleared the way for me as Marilyn instructed, “Okay, guys, she’s a cop. Give her some room.”

      Once I got a good view of the body, I knew there wasn’t much I could do. He had been shot in the chest at close range.

      The ambulance arrived moments later, at the same time as a San Benito County Sheriff’s patrol car. Two EMTs took over for me with the body, and the sheriff approached me with his hand extended. “I’m Bob Smith with the County Sheriff’s Office, and you are?”

      I shook his hand. He had a powerful grip. I smiled, ignoring the pain in my hand, and said, “I’m Miranda Marquette. I’m with the Gilroy Police Department. I happened to be here to get my bike serviced.”

      He asked, “Oh, do you ride an Indian? I do too.”

      I looked at him like he had lost his mind. “Um, not even close. A Ducati.”

      He chuckled. “Then you’ve taken a wrong turn from Gilroy. You might want to ride to fair Monterey. They have a Ducati dealership up there.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I know, but I like this one, and I can’t handle the Saturday traffic up there.”

      He shifted his attention to the body on the floor. “So, what do we have here?”

      I didn’t have much to add. “We have the service manager, apparently found here when the employees came to work in the morning, shot at close range.”

      He reached into the front pocket of Juan’s work shirt and pulled out a folded piece of paper that I hadn’t noticed before. He unfolded it and read it to himself. He scratched his head and handed it to me, saying, “What do you think this means?”

      I read it, gasping, “This one’s for you, Miranda.”

      He grabbed it back. “I guess we shouldn’t be getting our fingerprints all over this, should we? Or smudging ones that may already be there?”

      I agreed. “Or messing with the DNA testing.”

      He thought for a minute. “So, what can you tell me about this? How would someone have known you were coming here today, and why would they have killed someone for you?”

      My face reddened. “Well, those may be two different stories—or two parts of the same story.”

      He looked at me askance. “Would you like to go next door to McDonald’s and talk about it once we wrap things up here?”

      I felt like that would be a better option than going to the police station, so I responded, “Sure, I could always use a second sausage biscuit and another cup of coffee,” trying to keep it as casual as I could.
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      We interviewed the staff within about a couple of hours, which we divided up since we shared badges. The Medical Examiner arrived about an hour after the EMTs and spent about an hour completing his report.

      So, it crept closer to lunchtime by the time we got back to McDonald’s. We stood together at the counter. He smiled and said, “I’ll tell you what, I’ll buy lunch because I have a feeling this is fchapter going to be far more painful for you than for me.”

      I gave him a crooked smile. “Thanks. Then, I’ll have a Quarter Pounder with Cheese Meal, large, with a vanilla iced coffee.” I wasn’t one to refuse a lunch offer.

      We sat at a booth overlooking San Felipe Road. We both started with our fries, acknowledging McDonald’s fries were far better hot and crispy than cold and limp. Finally, he started his version of interrogation. “So, Miranda, I think the thing that surprised me most had to be your reaction—or, really, your lack of reaction—when I pulled that note out of Juan’s pocket. Let’s talk about that.”

      I wasn’t sure where to start, so I figured I’d start at the beginning, hoping I wouldn’t freak him out. “Well, it all started six years ago when my sister asked me to come back to our hometown of New Orleans to investigate an issue of low shrimp production at her shrimping business in Venice, Louisiana, about an hour south of New Orleans. During my investigation, I found the captain of her fleet, dead.”

      He looked at me with interest, but not shock, which felt a bit encouraging.

      I decided not to provide too much detail. “Since then, dead bodies have shown up in my path on a pretty regular basis every year. I’ve even gotten several nicknames on the internet—the most popular, the Princess of Death. There had been a time when police agencies viewed me as a potential suspect in these cases, but more recently, more police have viewed me as an asset, which is why I now work as a consultant to the Gilroy Police’s Homicide Division.”

      He nodded. “I see. Well, I guess that makes sense in some sort of twisted and bizarre way.”

      I winked. “Well, you’ll have to talk to the Gilroy people about that.”

      He rubbed the whiskers on his chin. “So, do you have any idea who wrote the note?”

      I thought for a minute. It would be difficult to immediately eliminate Jacob Mabry, the confessed serial killer that I allowed to escape last fall because I promised him I would, to save my life. On the other hand, that seemed a little bit too obvious. I suddenly realized I’d been lost in thought but not answering his question. “Well, I can’t think of anyone off the top of my head. Other than the staff of the bike shop, my husband, and a couple of family members, I don’t know of anyone who knew I’d be down here today.”

      He wrote down some notes. “Do you ever track your whereabouts on social media, like, say, Twitter or Facebook?”

      I smiled. “Of course. Doesn’t everyone?”

      He corrected me. “Then several million people had access to your whereabouts, then.”

      I kicked myself, wondering why I hadn’t learned my lesson in the desert of Arizona. “I did let the general manager here know I’d give him some kudos when I planned on visiting his shop. But I never thought⁠—”

      He interrupted. “You never thought. That’s no excuse for a cop, Miranda. You need to do better than that.”

      My face reddened. “I agree. So, now we are back to square one.”

      He asked, “Is your Facebook page public?”

      I nodded. “Yes, it had been private for a while, but I figured, why be paranoid?”

      He said sarcastically, “Good job.”

      I didn’t like his tone. “Hey, this is starting to get a little too personal for my taste. We are on the same side of the badge. Doesn’t that count for something?”

      He nodded. “Yes, I already gave you the benefit of the doubt, but you lost that at ‘Princess of Death.’”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “Okay, we are going to have to agree to disagree on some of this. Do you have any more questions?”

      He reviewed his notes. “Have you noticed anyone new friending you on your social media pages? Anyone taking special interest that you hadn’t noticed before—liking things, hanging out a lot?”

      I thought back. “Not that I’ve noticed, but I don’t spend much time on there.”

      He said sarcastically, “No, just enough to let them know you were coming here. That probably cost a man his life.”

      I hadn’t thought of it exactly that way. I agreed. “Yes, I suppose it did. That’s horrible.”

      He checked his notes again. “Well, I guess the best thing is my brothers in blue trust you enough to put you on their team, so I’m going to have to trust that they know what they are doing. Do you have any kind of feeling before you find one of these victims?”

      I said seriously, “No, they wondered the same thing. I can’t predict it. It just happens. But they seem to be getting more and more personal to me, which is very disconcerting.”

      He nodded. “I can’t even imagine.” He checked his notes again. “So, this can’t be your first stint as a cop, or you wouldn’t have the credentials, right?”

      I agreed. “No, I’d been a cop for nearly a decade in North Carolina until I had an unfortunate accident that ended my career.”

      He came up with a theory others have had. “So, do you think someone you put in jail during that stint has come back to haunt you here? You wouldn’t be the first cop that’s happened to. People can hold grudges for a long time.”

      I thought back. “God, I don’t know. I suppose it’s always possible, but I can’t remember the details of most of the perps I put in jail. It had been my first job out of school, and now I’m in my forties. There’s a long time between there.”

      He agreed. “Yeah. That is a long time.” I gave him a thanks a lot look. He said, “No offense, ma’am.”

      I nearly kicked him under the table. “Don’t ma’am me. I’m having my first child in eight months. I feel pretty darn young right now. And scared to death.” I didn’t mean for that last part to come out.

      He smiled sincerely. “You’ll be fine. I can tell you’ve got good mothering instincts. I could see it when you were questioning the suspects. You have a nice way about you.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, Bob. You’re not such a bad guy for a sheriff. We police department types usually steer away from you sheriffs.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, I hear the Santa Clara Sheriff’s Department has made a lot of enemies of the local police departments up there. We try to play a little nicer down here.”

      I nodded. “That’s good to hear. I never quite understood it. One of my best friends is with the Santa Clara Police Department, so I’ve heard a lot about it.” I didn’t mention my run-ins with the Santa Clara County Sheriff’s Department, especially Jacob Mabry.

      He checked his notes. “Well, I guess we are done for now. You’ve given me your contact information, so I’ll contact you directly or through the PD up there if I need anything. Although you said you are only part-time, right?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I mostly run a food truck.”

      He did a double take. “You run a food truck? I didn’t see that coming. Where do you park it?”

      I laughed. “Well, we did a pretty decent job of running through the Gilroy City Park systems, but so did a serial killer right around the same time.”

      He looked me in the eye. “I remember reading about that case. That must have been horrible. Did they ever catch that guy?”

      I smiled. “Well, kind of. We just don’t have him in custody yet.” I changed the subject. “Then we moved up to Morgan Hill. It wasn’t quite as profitable as Gilroy, though. We’ve given some thought to Hollister. However, the gasoline bills would be a lot higher. I’ve always liked Hollister, though. We’re still discussing it among my other two partners. In the meantime, we are trying to secure some catering business. That’s our goal—to mix the food truck and catering business, and to add a couple more food trucks in the process.”

      He matched my smile. “Impressive. I like a woman who knows what she wants and goes for it.”

      I wanted to make sure he knew I wasn’t on the market. “My husband feels the same way.”

      He acknowledged my intention. “He’s a lucky man, Miranda.”

      I blushed a little. “Thanks, Bob.” I hesitated, wanting to get the conversation back on track. “So, where does the case go from here?”

      He shifted back into business mode. “Well, I’ll write it up when I get back to the office. I’ll search for similar cases in our files and on the internet and see what I can find. I’ll keep you in the loop and let you know what I find. In the meantime, should anything come to you that might add some clarity, let me know. Otherwise, both of us need to keep our eyes and ears open.” He looked out to the parking lot. “I guess you’ll be back down here soon to get your bike serviced.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I guess I will.”
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      When I got home, I grumbled under my breath when I walked into the kitchen. “What a waste of time.”

      Steve, sitting at his laptop, asked, “The service didn’t go so well?”

      I agreed. “It probably couldn’t have gone worse.”

      He looked me in the eye. “Okay, what happened?”

      I didn’t realize how I’d been affected, but tears welled up in my eyes as I spoke, and he wrapped his arms around me. I whispered, “Another killing, and this one is tied to me again. They pulled a note addressed to me from the dead man’s shirt pocket. Sometimes, this is too much to take.”

      He pulled me close. “Do you think Jacob is at it again? You kept your word and didn’t turn him in, so he’s still out there somewhere.”

      I pulled away. I suddenly had a chill and went to grab a sweater. “No. I can’t imagine him continuing his rampage after he pretty much got off scot-free. It would make no sense.” I had a thought. “But someone trying to make it look like Jacob—that would make total sense.” I couldn’t help but ask, “Do you think it was the right thing to do? You know, not turning him in. I had every intention of doing it when I went in to make my statement, but that look he gave me haunted me, and suddenly living was way more important than telling the truth.”

      He came over to me and held me. “You went with your gut. Sometimes, that’s what you have to do. I would never second-guess you. I have ultimate faith and respect for you.” He thought for a second. “For someone to have put a note on the victim, trying to copycat Jacob, would have to be someone who knew Jacob is the Gilroy Park killer and that you knew about it. Who would that be?”

      I smiled. “Well, that really narrows it down. I think you might be the only one I’ve told. I couldn’t tell Bill for obvious reasons. I couldn’t tell Patricia because she’s now married to Bill. I couldn’t tell anyone in the WAIT Club because after a couple of glasses of wine, who knows what they might tell Patricia, and then she’d have to tell Bill. Once the Gilroy police knew, I’d be in complete trouble for withholding evidence during the Gilroy Park murder trial that put Tom Talerico behind bars, even though I’m pretty sure he’s innocent.”

      He did the international sign of lying, crossing his index fingers while sliding the right down the left. “You do know that lying will send you to the grave more quickly than any weapon?”

      I looked at him, questioning. “Where’d you hear that one?”

      He smirked. “I made it up. But it seemed apropos.” I thought he’d finished, but he continued. “I think we’d better figure out exactly who knows. There have to be more people than me.”

      I had another thought. “Well, what if Jacob told other people? That kind of seems crazy. But serial killers don’t always have all their faculties. Maybe he bragged to someone, and they decided that if he could get away with it, then they could too.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I hope you’re not serious, but I know you are, and you’re probably right. I hope there is some completely unrelated explanation, because if this Jacob Mabry thing ever sees the light of day, not only are you going to lose your Gilroy Police Department job, but you may do jail time.”

      I got that stabbing pain in my chest that I had been getting lately when I thought too much about the great lie I told to protect a serial killer. “Okay, I get it, honey. I probably shouldn’t have done it. Believe me, I didn’t want to. I did it completely out of fear. I pictured him coming back and finishing the job if I double-crossed him. I figured if I’d end up lying awake at night, it might as well be out of fear of going to jail instead of being murdered in my sleep.”

      He walked over to hug me. “I know it had to have been a tough decision. I’m not sure what I would have done in your shoes, so I shouldn’t be so judgmental now. I think I worry about the consequences so much now, it’s easy to forget that your life hung in the balance. I’m sorry. I’m sure a good defense attorney could argue self-defense or temporary insanity.”

      I said, probably too loud, “Yeah, or time served!”

      He agreed. “Yeah, for the prison term in your head. I agree with that.” He rubbed the general area of my tummy. “This is when we should be rejoicing in your newly found motherhood and thinking of nothing else. Let’s work on that.”

      I nodded. “Good idea. And don’t forget that you agreed to give me foot massages the last three months no matter if I need them or not.”

      He grinned. “I’ll massage any part that you want.”

      I brushed him off. “Oh, let’s not get all virile now. I know that you fathered this baby, but I’m not feeling all that sexy as time goes on.”

      He pulled me close. “Well, you get sexier to me every day, and don’t you forget that.” He remembered why I went to Hollister this morning. “So, you didn’t get your motorcycle serviced?”

      I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. “Where have you been during the conversation? Of course, I didn’t get my bike serviced. They had to shut down the dealership to dust for prints and do DNA testing. You know the drill. I did meet a nice guy from the Sheriff’s Office down there, though. We went for lunch at McDonald’s while he took my statement.”

      He looked worried for a second. “Should I be worried? Sometimes, these nice guys you meet seem to take a lot of your free time. Thank God Bill married Patricia. I think he spent more time with you for the first few months that he knew you than I did.”

      I laughed. “Oh, you and John Lennon are just jealous guys.” I smiled. “And look where it got him.”

      He corrected me. “Well, Yoko Ono didn’t actually kill him. Although from what I’ve read, I’m sure she might have wanted to from time to time. If she’d been a jealous woman, she might have shot him when he moved in with May Pang, even though she arranged it all.”

      I shook my head. “How do you know so much about John Lennon and Yoko Ono?”

      He thought back. “My parents had The Lives of John Lennon by Albert Goldman lying about the house, and I read it one Thanksgiving weekend. Pretty amazing.”

      I smiled. “Well, look at you, a Beatles aficionado in the house. I’d been taught at an early age by my dad that without the Beatles, there would be no rock and roll as we know it today.”

      He corrected me. “Well, I don’t know about that. John’s the most important one. The others were comparative lightweights.”

      I took exception. “Oh, I have to disagree. Without Paul, we would have no Long and Winding Road, no Lady Madonna, no Get Back. And without George, there would have been no Here Comes the Sun or Something. That would have been a sad band with only John songs. You can’t sing Happiness Is a Warm Gun or Strawberry Fields all day long, can you?”

      He smiled and nodded. “Okay, I agree the sum of their parts exceeded their individual contributions any day of the week. But John played the role of the mad genius that put the band together, held it all together, then ripped it apart. He has to get credit for that.”

      I agreed. “I could talk Beatles all day, something my dad had been somewhat of an expert on. That and tearing our family apart. He could have gotten an award for that.”

      He decided to change the subject. “Anyway, so you didn’t get your motorcycle serviced. Did you schedule a return visit?”

      I shook my head. “I have to call them. I could go up to Marin Speed Shop and avoid Monterey and Pebble Beach traffic, even though I’d love to see Margo. But either way, that’s an all-day affair with the San Francisco traffic. I suppose we could take two vehicles if you want to do some sightseeing. We haven’t been up to Marin County since you moved here.”

      I couldn’t decide why he suddenly had such a strong desire to be a tourist, but he agreed. “Yeah, let’s do that. We could make a day of it. You, me, and little junior. But you’d better schedule it soon, or you won’t be able to get on that thing.”

      I laughed. “Oh, that’ll be a few months, I think.”

      He asked as he scanned his email, “So where is the food truck going this week?”

      I checked the calendar. “Oh, we’re taking a week off to build farm-to-table relationships so that we can respond to the upcoming requests for proposal at both Apple and Kharma for their internal meeting business for the next twelve months. They both rely heavily on organic, farm-to-table foods. And since we are way ahead of our revenue projection, we figured this would be a good time to build those relationships. The three of us are going to make supplier marketing calls all week. It should be interesting. Kara and Tea have been working on marketing materials and a PowerPoint presentation, so we are in pretty good shape for our first couple of meetings tomorrow. We start with a couple of medium-sized farms so that we get the kinks out before we meet with the larger ones.”

      He nodded proudly. “That’s my girl, always thinking and planning. How did Tea react to you, Kara, and Patricia all being pregnant at the same time and due around the same time?”

      I laughed. “Oh, I didn’t tell you, she just found out that she’s pregnant too. She’s due exactly one month after I am.”

      He shook his head. “Man, you and your friends are going to populate the state of California. You should run for governor in eighteen years. You’d be a shoo-in.”

      I thought about it. “I just may do that. I never shy away from a new career. That could be my retirement job.”

      He smiled. “You make light of it, but I could see you in politics. You could shake things up.”

      I nodded. “You might have something there. Never count me out. I’d kind of have to put the Princess of Death thing behind me, though, I think.”

      He agreed. “Yeah, I think that would help your chances.”
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      I had just finished brewing coffee on Monday morning when Kara and Tea showed up at my kitchen door at the same time. I opened the door, and they immediately started talking.

      Tea said, “Hey, do you think we’re ready for these presentations? I’ve been practicing all weekend, but I still don’t feel ready.”

      Kara broke in. “Do we even know where these farms are? What if we get lost on the way? This could be a total disaster.”

      I smiled. “Well, it’s good to see that you two have come with your positive attitudes this morning.”

      Tea apologized. “I’m sorry, Miranda, but if we don’t get these contracts, we’ll be locked out of the cell phone business for at least a year.”

      I laughed. “But we’ve got the whole Silicon Valley, so I don’t think we have to worry about running out of potential clients. Besides, who could resist contracting with three attractive, smart, and energetic women coming to increase their market share? Today we have Deer Valley Farm, Four Acorns Farm, and Taylor Street Farm, all located within the Silicon Valley. They are close enough to meet with all three of them and get back here by mid-afternoon. Should we all ride together?”

      Tea pointed to her Ford Explorer. “No offense, Miranda, but let’s take my car. I think this might be the time to project a more professional image than your Rover projects.”

      I mocked being offended. “Kara, back me up on this. That’s a great-looking vehicle.”

      She jumped in Tea’s back seat. “Sorry, Miranda, I’m going to have to go with Tea on this one. While I love your Rover for its historical value, riding in the back seat is a painful process. Plus, it does not project the successful image that we are going for.”

      I protested. “How about the thrifty image that we don’t spend—” I asked Tea, “How much did you spend on this boat?”

      She bragged. “Oh, I don’t know, sixty grand.”

      I raised my hand in victory. “That makes my point right there. Our prospective partners are going to think that we are going to rake them over the coals and take all of their profits.”

      Kara insisted, “Or they might think that we are shrewd businesswomen who would be great to partner with.”

      I smiled and jumped in the passenger seat. “Okay, you two win. But don’t come crying to me when they reject our business because they think we are too snooty.”

      Tea turned around from the driver’s seat to pull Kara into the conversation. “She’s living in the eighties. These days it’s cool to have an expensive ride. I’d say even necessary. And I’m a pastor’s wife.”

      When we got on the 101, we got down to business. I got out my phone, which contained my notes for the day. “Okay, guys, first we head to Deer Valley Farm in Cupertino.” It surprised me to read, “Hey, the Friends of Deer Valley Farms, the foundation behind the enterprise, is located in Mountain View.”

      Kara responded immediately. “Maybe once we cement our relationship with them, we can surprise Mikey with a visit sometime. It’s supposed to be top secret, but I know he’s at Navy Lodge Moffett Field in Mountain View.”

      Tea warned her. “I hear they have a ‘shoot first, ask questions later’ policy, so you might not want to make a surprise visit.”

      Finally able to retake the floor, I interjected, “We meet with the President of their Board, Lauren Merriman. This is an unusual farm. It is incorporated as a 501(c)(3) Not-For-Profit and created solely to benefit the community. So, they aren’t motivated by profits. However, even Not-For-Profits are motivated by money. They have several organic crops that they grow and sell at a farm stand on the premises and donate to local shelters. However, they often grow more than they can sell.”

      Tea smiled. “So, it’s an unusual situation where they have more supply than demand, and we can sweep in and help them deal with their issue, probably helping them to raise their prices, which doesn’t help us, but will help them immensely. And we can get some sweet publicity for partnering with them, which will serve as free advertising. We need to name our catering company. Since we’re going to buy two more food trucks, we can’t very well name the catering company after the first one.”

      I butted in. “And, of course, since we have three owners, you don’t want my name in the name of the catering company. I get it.”

      Kara laughed to Tea. “I told you she’d be mad.”

      I argued. “I’m not mad. I hate to be the odd woman out, and obviously, you two discussed this without me. It’s a sensitive issue.”

      Kara put her hand on my shoulder. “Okay, I remember you told me about your time in San Francisco at the Luge finals with Patricia and Annika, when you felt like the third wheel, and that turned out to be the same weekend that Annika died. I should have been more sensitive to that, having heard about it from you when we traveled cross-country.”

      I grabbed her hand. “Thank you, Kara. It’s fine. I’m a little sensitive. That time of my life brings me back to when I lost it all, so none of it leaves me warm and fuzzy. Anyway, so tell me what you guys came up with as a possible name for the catering business.”

      Tea took the floor. “Well, we thought that something involving all of us would be important. So first, we looked at our first initials—M, K, and T. While that made me think of a very expensive car that I’d love, it also made me think of an abbreviation—Mkt., or market. And that’s where we came up with Market Caterers.”

      I rolled that around my head for a few seconds. “Wow, that makes a lot of sense, and I love it. It has a nice ring to it.”

      Kara laughed. “That’s what Tea said you’d say. I guess she knows you pretty well.”

      I checked out the level of support. “So is it unanimous?”

      Kara and Tea both cheered, and we settled on Market Caterers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      About an hour later, we parked the car and got out.

      I asked the other two, “Where’s the farm?”

      Kara looked at the map on her phone. “Okay, here’s the good news and the bad news. We are in the right place. It says to ‘continue through the circle to the Rancho San Antonio Park open space parking.’”

      Tea and I stared at her. Finally, Tea asked, “So, what is the bad news?”

      She pointed to a sign at the end of the parking lot and then to her skirt and high heels. “It’s a mile walk from here.”

      I walked toward the sign to get a better look. “You’re right. There is no vehicle access. It might have been nice of them to tell us before we got all gussied up for the meeting.”

      Just then, a pickup truck pulled in with FODHF, Friends of Deer Hollow Farm, on the door, and a friendly-looking woman—probably around my age—with jeans, a flannel shirt, and a heart-shaped necklace got out and approached me with her hand extended. “Hi, I’m Lauren. Sorry I didn’t warn you about our conditions. Maybe we should meet at the picnic table here. I can’t see you walkin’ down to the farm dressed like that and liking us very much by the time you got down there.”

      Kara laughed and extended her hand. “Oh, bless you. I’m Kara Simon.”

      She smiled broadly. “Nice to meet you, Kara.”

      Tea stepped up next. She pointed to her dress and shoes. “I double as a pastor’s wife, so this outfit would not have gone a mile in these shoes. I’m Tea Presley. No relation.” She laughed. “I don’t know why I kept my maiden name. I guess so I could keep using that Elvis joke.”

      Lauren smiled and shook her hand. “Nice to meet you, Tea.” Then she turned to me. “You must be Miranda, the one with the sense of humor that I’ve been exchanging emails with.”

      I winced. “Is that bad or good?”

      She shook my hand. “Oh, it’s very good. A sense of humor is very important to me. We’ve had about everything go wrong at the farm that you could imagine. We’ve had feast and famine, but somehow we always survive.” She pointed to the lone picnic table. “So, let’s sit down and talk business.”

      It was an oversized commercial version, so the three of us fit on one side while she sat on the other. I assumed that we should probably wing it and save our PowerPoint unless things started to go south. She seemed more on the casual side. I started the conversation. “Okay, Lauren, several months ago, we started a food truck business with one truck and a prayer. We’ve been super successful, and we plan on adding two trucks within the year. But we always planned on expanding into catering. We are now Market Catering. To be honest, we named ourselves on the way over here.”

      She smiled. “I’m honored to be your first conversation after naming your business. Years from now that will be an interesting story.”

      I agreed. “I think it will be too.” I tried to remember my presentation. “Both Apple and their newest competitor, Kharma, prefer to have their internal meetings catered by local firms with farm-to-table foods, preferably through local farms. Now, you are also a Not-for-Profit, which makes it even sweeter. We can set up this relationship and publicize the relationship in both directions—that you are supplying food for us and we are supporting you. Then, when we add whichever Silicon Valley companies we contact to our Public Relations campaign, your name will be front and center. It will be a win-win-win.”

      She thought about the possibilities. “So, we could be placed right up there with Kharma as the new kid on the block, even though we’ve been around since 1994.”

      I wasn’t sure what she had in mind, but I couldn’t disagree. I simply said, “Exactly.”

      Tea added, “And I understand that there have been years when your supply has exceeded your demand, so we could help increase your prices and keep them more stable while we reduce waste.”

      Lauren considered our proposal. “I’m trying to come up with a downside, but I am, frankly, having trouble.”

      Kara grabbed the opportunity. “And think about the added publicity of doing business with a California Certified Women-Owned Business, which, these days, is a huge plus.”

      Tea checked her notes and asked, “So, what do you use for pricing—any particular model?”

      Lauren nodded. “Our starting point is the Western Growers Produce Price Index for the Northern California Region. Sometimes we have to take less when the supply in the area is too great to get rid of our stuff.”

      Tea dug in. “What if we guaranteed you that index?”

      She nearly jumped up from the table. “Then you’d have yourself a deal.”

      I smiled. “Wow, that seems almost too easy. Are we overpaying?”

      Tea kicked me under the table.

      I smiled and said, “Ouch.”

      Lauren asked, “What?” Then she replied, “No, you’re not overpaying.”

      I laughed. “Then why is Tea kicking me under the table?”

      Tea mock-glared at me and mumbled, “Just accept the deal, Miranda. We’ll talk later.”

      Lauren admitted, “You’re right, Tea. There could be times when the market would push the price up over this index, but we’re willing to accept this rate.”

      We shook hands, and we had our first deal. We needed to fill in the details.
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      We spent the next couple of hours talking about the farm’s history, its mission, and how our partnership could further it. By the time we got in the car to head to our next meeting, we barely had enough time to get there. Fortunately, Taylor Street Farm was in San Jose, which wasn’t a bad drive from Cupertino as long as it wasn’t rush hour. So we made it in less than a half-hour.

      Trinity Tomsic, the Chair of the Board, sat on a rocking chair on the front porch of an old farmhouse when we arrived. She had a disarming smile and wore a straw hat, a denim shirt, and faded jeans. In her late forties, she would have been at home in the Haight-Ashbury section of San Francisco in the late sixties. She didn’t stand when we walked up the creaking steps of the aging porch. She just said, “How you doin’, man,” in the best Janis Joplin voice I had ever heard.

      She stood up and motioned for us to follow her inside. An ancient iron table sat regally in the dining room. The chairs were missing and replaced with folding chairs from a sixties card table. I felt like I had been transported back in time to Northern California half a century ago. I detected the faint smell of marijuana from another room in the distance. She didn’t acknowledge it.

      She walked over to a stereo that had to be at least fifty years old and put Jimi Hendrix on the turntable. We sat for a few minutes when finally she asked in the same Janis Joplin voice, “So, what can I do for you ladies?”

      We looked at each other. I felt unprepared. I couldn’t even tell what type of farm they were running by looking around as we drove in. I tried to improvise. “We are three women who just started a catering company called Market Catering. We are looking for partners for a Farm-to-Table catering program so that we can bid on the internal meeting business at Apple and Kharma.”

      She nodded. “Okay, stop right there. It sounds like a great idea, but we don’t grow anything here. We are here to teach farming skills.” She looked around and then whispered. “Okay, we have a hooch field, but that’s for our personal use.”

      Tea asked, “What’s hooch?”

      She shook her head. “You poor innocent child. Marijuana, honey.”

      Tea nodded. “Oh, okay. Sorry.”

      Kara wondered, “So, you don’t have any crops here, other than the one you’ve already described?”

      She responded, “No, I’m afraid not. We grow a few flowers and vegetables for demonstration purposes, but nothing commercial. It’s a fun place for families, classes, and retirees to come, but I don’t think we can fill your need.”

      We all looked at one another. There didn’t seem to be anything else to say. We started to stand up, but she said, “Wait, don’t you want to listen to the end of ‘Are You Experienced?’”

      We hesitated briefly, but then we all stood up awkwardly. I said apologetically, “Sorry, but we’ve got an appointment in Aptos, and we’re running a little bit late.” I hoped the other two didn’t correct me. We had plenty of time.

      She looked disappointed. “Okay, you do want a joint for the road?”

      Kara smiled. “Sorry, we are all pregnant.”

      She didn’t seem to comprehend, or perhaps she did. “It’s okay, I smoked through all my pregnancies, and all of my kids are brilliant.”

      We got prepared to go, pretty much ignoring her offer, heading toward the door. I said, “We enjoyed meeting you, Trinity. That’s such an interesting name.”

      She smiled. “I have interesting parents.”

      We made it outside. I agreed. “I’m sure you do.” We raced to the car.

      When we all got in, I started the engine, pulling out.

      We rode in silence for a while on the way to our next farm, Four Acorns Farm, an organic chicken and egg farm in Aptos, a coastal community between Santa Cruz and Watsonville. It stood about halfway between Monterey and San Jose, so it might take a little over a half-hour to get there.

      I reviewed my notes. “Okay, we will be meeting with Laura Menard. She appears to be a one-person show. She’s had various locations in the Silicon Valley, with her most recent in Aptos. Now, similar to the last farm, they don’t sell anything. However, I thought she might be a good resource for local farm-to-table farms because she probably provides most of the chickens for local farms. She could save us a lot of time.”

      Kara asked, “Why didn’t we use the last one as a resource?”

      I turned around to see a smirk on her face. “Um, maybe because she wouldn’t have been able to remember what happened this morning. She seemed a little burned out.”

      Tea asked as we got onto the 17 at the Los Gatos exit, “What time is our appointment with Laura?”

      I grinned. “Well, we don’t really have a time scheduled. She said she’d be here all afternoon. I figured that would give us flexibility if either of the other meetings ran early or late, and they did.”

      Kara groaned. “This is going to be a business meeting, right? I’m wearing jeans the next time we visit farms. My feet are killing me in these shoes.”

      Tea nodded. “Okay, I have to admit, as the purveyor of business dress, that I might have been a little over the top for this trip. I’ll try to keep our destination in mind next time. My mom always told me you can never overdress for an interview, but we disproved that today.”

      Kara slipped her shoes off and stuck her feet between the seats. “This is how I feel about the whole thing.”

      I laughed. “Don’t go too crazy. You’re going to have to put them back on at the next farm.”

      She questioned that. “Honestly, I’ll bet Laura couldn’t care less. I’m on her website right now.”

      I searched for Four Acorns Farm on my iPhone. “Hey, you’re right. That picture in the chicken coop shows her with socks—well, maybe slippers—but definitely not dress shoes.”

      Tea made a face. “Yuck, I hope she’s not wearing socks in a chicken coop. That would be gross! You know that chickens go anywhere they are, right?”

      I laughed. “That’s not a good visual.” Within a few minutes, we turned into a dirt driveway where several chicken houses appeared to be under construction.

      A pleasant-looking woman about my age, with curly, out-of-control red hair and horn-rimmed glasses, wearing a T-shirt and faded jeans, dropped her hammer and came down off a stepladder. She nearly ran toward us across the meadow. “Ladies, you’re way too dressed up to walk across here. Let me meet you.” She met us with a winning smile and shook our hands.

      I spoke first. “Hi, I’m Miranda Marquette, and these are my partners, Kara Simon and Tea Presley, and we are Market Catering.”

      She chuckled, “Are you looking at raising chickens? I’d love to do business with you if you are.”

      Kara jumped in. “Well, not exactly. But since you’re somewhat of a legend in these parts—not to mention a national radio personality on the likes of NPR and CBS—we thought you might be the perfect person to introduce us to your most successful customers, rather than us having to seek them out individually. We figured that your endorsement would go a long way with them.”

      She smiled. “Wow, you know how to compliment a girl. All I do is sell chickens and make friends.”

      Tea wasn’t convinced. “Oh, I’m sure you do, but you have the contacts that we need. Would you be willing to share?”

      She chewed on her lower lip like I do when I’m thinking. “Well, tell me about yourselves.”

      Kara jumped in. “We are three like-minded, independent—we all happen to be pregnant, but that’s more of a coincidence—fiercely competitive businesswomen who decided we didn’t want to work for other people. So we banded together to share our talents in a business we knew very little about. We, and by we, I mean Miranda, bought a food truck, got started, and jumped in with both feet. We’ve had a lot of success in a short time, and now we are expanding into the catering business.”
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