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Chapter One
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Wednesday, August 24

“Hey, Aunt Mel, it’s David.” The caller chuckled, a bit of static mixing with his tenor voice on the answering machine message.

Melba Tweed braced for his usual remark about needing to step into the twenty-first century and get a cell phone. She did have a cell phone, she just didn’t bother giving the number to most of the members of the extended Tweed clan. Granted, David had reformed a great deal since his selfish youth, full of get-rich-quick schemes, and he was a dear, regularly checking in on her and Cilla, but she just didn’t want to admit she had upgraded her technology. Simply because he wanted it so much. Maybe she was going back to her childhood. Cilla would say she had never left her childhood, and in many ways that was a good thing. She didn’t understand what David did for a living. It was all electronic and all Internet, and while he claimed he was making people’s lives more secure, she saw it as interference and invasion of privacy. Bad enough he had found her on Facebook. She wouldn’t give him one more way to track her life. She had seen enough TV shows where overprotective sons and abusive husbands tracked women through their phones, and it always seemed to end badly, no matter how well-intentioned.

“Kind of glad you aren’t home. I’d rather just give you the bad news in one lump. It’s that cousin of Aunt Cill’s. Charlotte what’s-her-name. Westover, that’s it. You really do need to pay more attention to social media, just to stay on top of things.”

Melba snorted and sank down at her kitchen table, her gaze focused on the answering machine on the counter. Thanks to Eden Cole, she and Cilla both had figured out how to stop most people from following—i.e., harassing—them on social media. It worked if David didn’t know just how active they were. Especially when it came to research and joining so many fascinating groups for senior citizens. Starting with their Silver-Age Entrepreneurs Forum. Right next to the landline and answering machine was her open notebook computer, where she was trying to figure out Wordpress, to design the website for Brighten Your Corner, the candle shop she and Cilla had been daydreaming about for years. They were finally taking the leap. Albeit, slowly.

“Anyway, I figured it was time to check what wacko stories she’s telling lately.”

“You’re a dear boy, Davy, and we do appreciate it,” she murmured. She almost didn’t hear what he said next, as her mind skipped back to the most recent Charlotte “incident,” two years ago. David had caught her announcing she was moving cross-country to move in with her favorite cousin, Cilla Tweed. 

According to Charlotte, “the poor dear” was deteriorating, mentally and physically, and she would be giving up her footloose life to settle in and take care of her. Charlotte was so humbled and touched to have Cilla’s utmost trust, starting with granting her power of attorney. Thanks to David’s warning, Cilla hadn’t been caught flatfooted when, less than ten hours later, the bank notified her that a collection agency was trying to put a lien on her family’s home. Charlotte’s debts, approaching one hundred thousand dollars, had been assigned to this agency, which intended to collect from the Tweed family estate, based on that power of attorney. 

There was no power of attorney and no Tweed family estate. The bank contacted Cilla because the lien was placed on a home that had been sold more than thirty years ago. With the help of Eden Cole and Bill Worter of Worter, Worter & McIntosh, Cilla repudiated all the claims and proved the power-of-attorney falsified. David’s social media and computer genius friends bombed every place where Charlotte posted, proclaiming her a liar and fraud, shaming her, and making her go into silent running mode. She left a string of furious phone calls on Cilla’s cell phone, forcing her to cancel the number and get another one, unlisted. In return for two months of misery, they had enjoyed two years of blissful silence from Charlotte.

Melba supposed they were due for another attack, another scheme, to make Cilla responsible for Charlotte’s debts.

“According to her, she’s going into business with you two. She claims she’s been dreaming for years of starting a custom-design candle business, and she’s very generously—yeah, right, the only generosity she’s familiar with is someone else paying her tab. Anyway, she says she’s very generous to take you two on as partners, to handle the grunt work and the finances while she does the artistic design. She’s calling it Wicked Delights, but she’s got an apostrophe in place of the e. Supposed to be clever, I guess.”

“She wouldn’t ...” Melba whispered and gripped the edge of the table.

How in the world had Charlotte learned they were taking the big step? She and Cilla had deliberately avoided talking about Brighten Your Corner on any of the sites that Charlotte might frequent. They carefully searched the membership list of any groups where they had talked about their dreams for the shop. It was a given Charlotte wouldn’t belong to any groups for entrepreneurs. While it sounded French, and she loved bringing out her fake French accent and boring people to death with details of her year spent in Paris, Charlotte probably didn’t know how to spell entrepreneur, or what the word meant. Mostly because it implied doing honest, hard work, instead of tricking people into doing it for her.

“That woman would be a millionaire if she spent all that energy and scheming doing real work, instead of trying to trick everyone else into doing it for her,” Melba murmured. She nearly didn’t catch David promising he would get his friends to do some tracking and hunting and work on blocking Charlotte from going any further.

The message ended. Melba closed her eyes and rested her forehead on her clenched fists, took several deep breaths, then prayed, asking for strength and clear thinking. She considered what to do for a few minutes, before getting out of the chair and taking the first step: alerting Cilla. Charlotte was her cousin, after all, on her mother’s side. Charlotte Westover wasn’t a Tweed, but she certainly made every effort to profit from her tenuous Tweed family connection. Melba was bound and determined that would not happen this time, either. Especially since Charlotte had mocked their candle-making hobby when they were in high school and complained about Cilla’s candles “cluttering” and “smelling up the place,” whenever she came to visit. 

Melba stepped to her open back door and looked out into the backyard she and Cilla had turned into a gardening paradise over their twenty years of sharing this duplex. Sure enough, her cousin was on her knees, adjusting that ceramic border they had bought at Menards this morning. She just couldn’t wait for the cool of the evening to put it in place.

In the few moments it took to go down the back porch steps and walk to where Cilla was happily smoothing mulch back into place, Melba decided what to do next. Much as she appreciated David’s warning, she wasn’t going to ask him for help in dismantling the foundation Charlotte had started laying in social media. If he had his way, both sides of the duplex would be filled with all sorts of electronic gizmos. Everything would be wired to turn on lights and heat and appliances, and some disembodied voice would be responding to every chance remark she made when no one else was in the room. Melba just didn’t trust computers. She had always cheered when Captain Kirk destroyed world-controlling computers on Star Trek. She wasn’t about to let one control every aspect of her life.

David meant well, but when it came to computers and the Internet and all that rigamarole, Melba would turn to Eden Cole for help every time.

“Don’t lecture me,” Cilla said with a somewhat breathless chuckle. She made one more gentle sweep over the mulch, sat back, pulled off her gardening gloves, and reached up to wipe sweaty hair out of her face. “This would just nag at me until ...” She blinked several times as she looked up at Melba and her smile faded. “What happened? Did one of our suppliers call and change the prices? Don’t tell me, Tracy says it’s going to take even longer to get all of that junk out of the shop? The health department found out what’s been causing those strange smells, and they’ve condemned the entire strip of shops?”

“Worse.” Melba gestured for her to get up. “Hurricane Charlotte has struck again.”

“Please don’t tell me she’s forgiven me and she’s trying to move in again.” Cilla ignored the hand Melba held out to her, shifted to her knees, and braced herself on the side of the wheelbarrow to get to her feet.

“Worse. She’s trying to steal Brighten from underneath us.”

“No.” She shook her head hard enough to loosen the hairs that had been stuck to her forehead with sweat. “Not going to happen. Not in a million years.” Her eyes narrowed. “She certainly wouldn’t tell you what she’s planning. How did you find out?”

“David did his usual social media check. He must have called while we were out running errands this morning. I didn’t notice the message on my machine until I took a break from working on the website.” Melba gestured at the back porch. “Get cleaned up. I’m going to call Eden and see if she has time to talk to us.”

“Good idea.”

~~~~~
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Forty minutes later, the Tweed cousins settled down at the conference table of Finders, Inc., on the second floor of the building Eden shared with her cousins, Troy Hunter and Kai Shane. The three shared the office, but most of the floor was considered Eden’s territory. In the time since Melba called, Eden had done a massive amount of work, judging by the piles of printouts waiting on the table and the two notebook computers sitting open, waiting for them to arrive.

“I’m a little worried that she has someone with some tech savvy helping her. Some of her earlier schemes were far too easy to track down and short circuit, but this time I ran into a few walls, some attempts to erase a lot of incriminating postings. From seeing her in action the last time ...” Eden shook her head. “I seriously doubt she would take classes and gain some programming skills. Makes me wonder what she really wants this time, that she’d ask for help. The kind of help you pay for.”

“What has she done?” Melba pressed her hand over her heart, where it seemed to try to drop and fluttered oddly for a few seconds.

“Let’s check out the obvious stuff, first.” Eden turned the notebook computer around, to show them Charlotte’s social media postings. “The really concerning part is that she’s going all out to establish documentation. As much documentation as you can get on social media. She forged a power of attorney last time, and got caught. If she learned her lesson, she’s going to have a forged contract this time. Plus, a really good lawyer can use all this social media posting as evidence that at least at the beginning, you agreed with everything Charlotte was saying and doing. He can claim that you broke faith with her, that she was the innocent party in all this. But don’t worry, I’ve been digging up gobs of postings where people argued with her and pointed out she was wrong. Whoever erased those postings was pretty good, but he’s an amateur, compared to me. If this ever went to court, some of the battle would rely on how much electronic evidence the judge would allow. Just the arguments Charlotte got into with the dozens of people contradicting her is evidence enough for me that she’s up to no good. Plus, I found proof that she’s blocked you every possible place and every possible way you could have gotten a hint of what she’s up to. But look at this first.”

Eden moved the computer over to where both cousins could read the screen. Melba winced at the collage of shots of Charlotte in all her overblown glory that filled the banner at the top of her page. Charlotte dressed like she was on stage all the time, with makeup thick enough to need a trowel to scrape it off.


I’m so delighted to announce the imminent opening of Wick’d Delights. Of course, with my very active life, I can’t be there full-time, much as I would love to do so. This is a dear, long-treasured dream of mine, and I am so very happy to be able to put much of the day-to-day operations in the hands of my favorite cousins, Cilla and Melba Tweed. They begged to be the money people in this venture, and how could I deny them? Such lovely dears, and so very much energy for their advanced years. I’m so pleased to give them something to focus their energies on. I trust them implicitly. Of course, all the designs will be by yours truly, but I have full confidence in them to handle the mundane details when I can’t be there to be the face and voice of my lovely little candle shop.



“Advanced years?” Melba was glad she hadn’t taken a sip of the coffee Kai brought up for them. She might have spewed it across the screen full of Charlotte’s painted cheeks and smug grin. 

Eden flipped to more social media sites, sometimes multiple pages belonging to Charlotte under different titles on the same sites. Each said much the same thing. She was the brains, the creative energy, and Melba and Cilla would provide the money and do all the work. 

From there, Eden showed them screenshots and printouts of what seemed like hundreds of comments from people contradicting Charlotte’s statements. Melba was encouraged by the number of people who reminded Charlotte how much she had mocked Cilla’s candle making hobby and her insistence that candles were a waste of time and money. Eden had three pages of printouts showing the research Charlotte had done into the candle industry, showing how profitable it was and the prices people were willing to pay for designer candles. She even had a screenshot of an online discussion Charlotte had had with someone Melba and Cilla didn’t know, where quite a lot of data changed Charlotte’s mind about candles. Eden had already tracked Charlotte’s searches, with the help of an as-yet-to-be-identified hacker, who found Melba and Cilla’s online groups. She identified the fake profile Charlotte used to lurk on nearly every online group the cousins belonged to as they researched and prepared to set up Brighten Your Corner.

“We didn’t post the address, did we?” Cilla said. “I can just see her sending all sorts of bills to the shop before we even open. If she knows where we’ll be.”

“It’s not official yet. Something might come up at the last minute and Tracy won’t be able to let us have that shop. Ernie is still threatening all sorts of lawsuits for evicting him,” Melba said. “But I do have the address on the website I’m building. Is it possible someone could hack into my computer and get that information, even though the website hasn’t launched yet?”

“It’s possible,” Eden said after a long moment of thought. “I have to head up to Sandusky for a couple days, but if you want to bring your computer in, Rufus can go through it and see if there are any spy bots or malware and set up some shields for you.”

“Thank you, dear. That sounds wonderful.” Cilla took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and her smile faded. “But we need to do more to protect ourselves, don’t we? It’s not like we don’t have experience with Charlotte’s schemes.” A snort escaped her. “Starting with the time she tried to make my parents responsible for the bills for finishing school when she was thirteen.”

“No, her parents were behind that scheme,” Melba said. “Too bad Charlotte didn’t learn from their humiliation every time one of their schemes faded.”

As they went through the printouts and viewed different profiles and pages, Melba’s dismay and disgust deepened. She felt a little sick, and more than a little frightened at how much Charlotte, or her accomplice, had been able to spy on them. On three different pages, she mocked their chosen name for the candle shop, to the amusement of her social media friends. One group got quite viciously nasty, when someone revealed that the title came from a Sunday school song. Charlotte spent a good four inches of posting venting her disgust for Cilla’s devotion to anything religious and declared that anyone who took children to church should be charged and imprisoned for child abuse.

~~~~~
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Eden adored the Tweeds. They were how she had always imagined favorite elderly aunts would be, from the moment she and Troy and Kai had moved to Cadburn. The two women had taken the trio under their wings and shared all their favorite places, gave good advice about who to turn to for help with renovating the Mug building and what community groups to join, and even who to avoid without speaking their own prejudices and bad experiences. That took far more tact than Eden thought she would ever possess.

She had enjoyed listening to them and offering bits of advice as they researched their business idea and slowly built up their knowledge. Eden was glad to inform them that registering for their business name put a date stamp on their idea, and provided further proof that they had no intention of going into business with Charlotte. Therefore, protecting them from the claims of anyone who would try to make them responsible for her actions and debts. She advised them to talk with their small business advisor at their bank, which was a local rather than national chain, to put flags on the account if anyone tried to annex it or obtain information about their financial activities. 

Fortunately, common sense was still a good defense. The moment someone realized how much work the Tweeds had done to set up their own business, and asked why they would duplicate all that effort to go into business with Charlotte, the falsehoods would disintegrate. She could forge all the signatures and documents she wanted, but none of that would hold up against the testimony of Bill Worter and other local business experts, and the piles of documentation the Tweeds had generated already. 

Eden had helped them dismantle Charlotte’s schemes before, so she knew the woman’s past nasty tricks. This time was different. Someone was likely using Charlotte as a shield for illegal activities. She couldn’t imagine anyone giving her all that technological help for free. Accessing her financial records was relatively simple, and proved she hadn’t paid with money for that assistance. Eden was determined to ensure that when Charlotte fell, she wouldn’t drag Melba and Cilla down with her.

This new scheme roused Eden’s ire like it hadn’t been since the early days, when social workers and other authorities tried to separate her from Troy and Kai. And worse, kept trying to take away their Venetian glass hearts. Someone was always insisting that the trio had “obviously” been given stolen goods, or they wanted to set up a nest egg for the children by selling the hearts. And of course, pocketing a good share of the profits. Or flat out wanting to confiscate the hearts in the guise of “enabling” the children to “pay their own way” as they grew up. Those people were the visible enemies. Then there were the ones who played with the records, erasing or falsifying them, creating false trails, setting up roadblocks and lies that Eden still ran into now, twenty-plus years after she and her cousins had been dumped into the system. Someone wanted them lost, and they were good at fuddling trails and destroying evidence. But Eden was better, and this was personal.

Charlotte came by her scheming, greedy ways naturally. Her parents were users, liars, and thieves. Apparently, Cilla’s mother was one of the few decent, honest people in her generation. Charlotte’s parents constantly took off across the world on another scheme and dumped her on Cilla’s family for months at a time. Charlotte learned early to tell everyone a different story, and then turn people against each other, so they couldn’t compare stories until it was too late for her victims to get out of the mess she created. That left them to clean up the mess, take the blame, and pay the bills.

Fortunately, Cilla had Melba and other relatives, and now Eden, Troy, and Kai to watch out for her. Charlotte hadn’t been able to hurt her for more than ten years. She couldn’t seem to learn her lesson and kept trying. Eden wished Cilla would wise up just a little more, and entirely block the obnoxious woman from her life, but she knew that would never happen. That just wasn’t Cilla. She had a backbone, and she wouldn’t put up with garbage from anyone, and she certainly could rip off snarky responses when necessary, but she was also forgiving and willing to give someone another chance. Even troublemakers like Charlotte. Eden suspected that if Cilla ever changed, that would be a sign of the world coming to an end.

So, she was determined to help fend off this newest scheme. Gut instinct told her that if Charlotte was bringing in big guns to help her, there was far more at stake than just stealing Cilla’s dream and creating a cash cow Charlotte could milk for years to come.
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Chapter Two
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In the hour of free time Eden had between the Tweeds leaving her office and when she had to leave to head up to Sandusky, she found more of the hacker’s fingerprints in the work done to scrub Charlotte’s Internet trail. It was a sloppy job. He was either complacent, or he was setting up Charlotte to take the fall, but bottom line, he was sloppy. He didn’t follow up on the scrubbing and erasing work he did, to look for bits and pieces and stray threads that were glaring alarms, alerting anyone who looked that someone had been erased. He either didn’t care, or he didn’t know to check all the layers of security and redundancies, and all the archival programs that essentially took snapshots of website content. The adage was true: when something appeared on the Internet, it was forever. Either he didn’t have the chops to get into those sites, or he didn’t know about them. 

Many of Eden’s contacts were zealous when it came to defending web content from those who would scrub and destroy records, essentially trying to rewrite reality. All she had to do was give them some identifying markers for the hacker, and they would be on the hunt, eager to exact some justice.

~~~~~
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“What in the world ...” Cilla sat forward, resting her hands on the dashboard, as Melba navigated the corner onto their street, preparing to pull into the driveway of their duplex.

“What? Who’s—is that Heinrich?” Melba tapped the brake, but Heinrich and the young man he stomped after, up the driveway, stepped onto the sidewalk before she pulled in. Not that she would ever willingly hit Heinrich, or even tap him with the bumper, but she thought some honest fear might be good for the old curmudgeon. She swore he had been impossible to live with ever since Cilla turned him down in eleventh grade and went to the prom with Eddie McGillicutty.

“Is that David?”

Melba didn’t turn her head to look. She pulled into her usual parking spot in front of the garage, put the car into park, and turned off the ignition first. By the time she got the door open, Cilla was sliding out of the passenger seat. David walked down the driveway to meet them, alone. Heinrich wasn’t visible, out in front of the house, but Melba thought she heard his stomping, slapping footsteps and his grumbling voice as he headed back to his house three driveways down the street.

“Gee, I come over here enough times, you’d think the neighborhood watchdog would recognize me by now,” David greeted them, and grinned. 

“He’s just being a good neighbor,” Cilla said. “You were walking around the house, weren’t you? Checking the doors and windows, like you always do?”

“Well, yeah. Gotta look out for you, y’know?” He shrugged. “I’d feel a lot better about you both if you’d let me install that home security system my company designed. Especially with all the weird stuff that’s been going on in town lately. Who’d ever have thought sleepy little Cadburn would have murders?”

“We appreciate your concern, but we’re fine.” She patted his hand. “Now, I’ll just bet you’re here to follow up on that message you left before. Not to worry. We got our investigator friend working on the problem. She says we’re well protected against Charlotte’s schemes, thanks to all the preparation we’ve been doing for our business.”

“Investigator?” David blinked a few times. His mouth moved like he was going to say something else, but didn’t.

“Yes, you remember our friend Eden, from when Charlotte tried to move in with Cilla?” Melba said.

“Oh, yeah, right. I remember. You threw me off track. I’m talking about security for your house, keep someone from breaking in, or at least send for the cops if something happens, and you talk about that lunatic.” He chuckled, but the sound didn’t entirely convince Melba.

“Never to worry.” Cilla gestured at the back door. “Ted keeps an eye on things, and if he thinks the situation is dire enough we need a burglar alarm, he’ll help us with it. Not that we don’t appreciate your help, but he is a police officer, he lives here, and he knows how things are done.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said with a grin that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’m big city and you’re little township, with nothing in common.”

“I wouldn’t put it that way.” She chuckled. “Now, would you like to join us for dinner? I’ve got a lovely batch of chicken and potato wedges I put in the slow cooker this morning, and we’ve got the last of the corn on the cob from Dalrymple’s. Their corn is always so good.”

“Thanks, but ...” David shrugged. “Got a business meeting on this side of town. Just thought I’d check on you before I headed over there. You didn’t get back to me, so I figured maybe you were out of the house all day, or out of town or ...” Another shrug. “Glad you’re okay and on top of things.”

He turned like he would head down the winding path of paving stones through the middle of the garden, and out the back of the yard, then stopped after two steps and headed up the driveway to the street.

“Give our greetings to your folks,” Melba called. “How are they doing, by the way?”

“Fine, fine. You know how it is with them. Always running around.” David walked backward a dozen steps as they made their farewells. He turned left at the end of the driveway and in a few steps vanished behind the house next door.

“Huh, that doesn’t make sense.” 

“What doesn’t?” Cilla was already on the back porch and fumbling with her key. “How about dinner outside tonight? It’s cooled down enough.”

“Fine.” Melba couldn’t recall seeing any cars parked on the street between Overview and their house, so where was David going? A sigh escaped her as she turned and headed down the path through the flowerbeds. She stopped halfway there, so she was partially hidden by the line of skinny evergreens that stood as a threadbare sort of barrier between their back yard and the parking lot of the apartment building behind them. Sure enough, she saw David jogging down the sidewalk and turning left into the parking lot to a car parked next to the driveway.

He had come up through the back of the house, like he had done dozens of times before when he came over for picnics or brought his parents for a family get-together, whenever relatives dropped in from out of town. That explained why Heinrich went after him, coming through the trees like that. The old curmudgeon certainly wouldn’t have believed David when he claimed he was there on a legitimate visit, if he didn’t come to the front door “like an honest man with nothing to hide,” as he often finished so many of his complaints nowadays. But why didn’t David want them to know where he had parked?

By the time she got back to the house, Cilla was all excited about a text from the clerk at Megan’s Hobby House. The silicon molds they had been waiting on had arrived. Melba let her questions about David slide to the back of her mind, and most of their dinner conversation focused on color and scent combinations to compliment the candles to come out of those molds.

––––––––
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Thursday, September 8

Melba watched Cilla read through the lease agreement. Again. She took a sideways glance at Tracy Adams and fought down the urge to apologize, again, to the young woman who would be their landlord in another minute or two. If she didn’t get frustrated with Cilla and change her mind and tug the paperwork out of her hands. Melba knew Cilla was being logical and cautious, and Tracy didn’t mind them checking over the contract yet again. She had said so and even laughed when Cilla apologized and asked for one more look-through before signing.

She had had a nightmare three nights ago, where Charlotte had bombed through the door, waving documents, declaring that she had already signed the lease on the shop. And worse, the previous tenant, Ernie Benders, was the fourth partner in their business. 

“I wish I had a few more clients who were as careful about details as you two,” the young woman had assured them. “If you’re sure of the details before we get started, then we’ll have fewer chances of problems later on.”

Around them, Morning Folks Café’s traffic dwindled visibly as the breakfast rush cleared away. Melba considered opening their candle shop an hour early to take advantage of the people leaving the café, then shook her head. Five days a week, anybody leaving the café would be on their way to work and wouldn’t have time to linger and certainly not step into the shop and sniff candles and examine all the unique designs she and Cilla intended to feature. The most they could manage would be window shopping.

Measure the display windows, Melba noted on the tablet in front of her. Shelves? Stair step display? Check the angle of the sun during the day, and heat in the window.

They certainly couldn’t take the chance of their stock fading or even melting.

Creekside Shops were charming and old-fashioned with their deep-set display windows, wooden floors, and fancy crown molding. The traffic on Creekview Street wasn’t as steady as on Center, but that was a good thing. Chances were better of people actually seeing what was in the display windows and stopping to investigate.

“Okay.” Cilla took a deep breath and put down the last page of the leasing agreement. “I think we’re ready.”

“I’m glad to welcome you to the Creekside Family.” Tracy picked up the pen with deep green ink that matched the letterhead for Creekside Shops, and the paint on the trim around the shop windows.

Fifteen minutes later, after leaving a generous tip, because after all, they had taken up a table at the café far longer than a normal breakfast hour, the three of them stepped out the door and walked two doors down, to the shop that was now officially the future home of Brighten Your Corner.

Tracy held her breath as she unlocked the front door, pushed it open, and leaned in. She sniffed cautiously. Winced. Turned back and handed Melba the keys. Three sets of five keys. For the front door, the back door, the utility box that served all the shops on that side of Creekview, and two for the gates on the concrete deck that ran behind the stores and extended out over the rocky drop down to Cadburn Creek. One set of keys for Melba, one for Cilla, and one set of spares, to be safely hidden somewhere at home, and hopefully not forgotten.

“These look new,” Melba said, turning the ring of keys over in her hands. They made a nice, solid jangle.

“They are.” Tracy stepped into the shop and spread her arms, welcoming them in. “Sorry about the smell. It’s actually better than it was. I don’t know what that man was doing in the back room ...”

“We never did understand what he did here.” Cilla pulled out the tape measure from her tote bag and headed for the left-hand display window.

“I’m pretty sure he didn’t understand, either.” Tracy shook her head. “He definitely wasn’t dealing in collectibles, which is what he stated as his business when he signed the lease. I could have evicted him just on that detail alone. There were more deliveries to this place, at all hours, in all weather, than the entire street combined. A couple people complained about yelling screaming arguments, and the smells that seeped into the shops on either side weren’t ...” She shrugged. “They just weren’t natural.”

“He wasn’t cooking meth or anything like that, was he?” Melba asked. Cilla muttered, “Meth” and sighed. Melba wrinkled up her nose at her, and they both chuckled.

“I almost wish he was.” Tracy shook her head. “He still owes me five months’ rent, and replacing the glass on the front door, twice, and the lock on the back door three times. I could legally charge him for replacing the locks on this shop and the back deck gates and copying keys for everyone.”

“It’s a crying shame,” Cilla said. “Ernie used to be such a nice guy, back in high school. What happened to him?”

“Besides going anti-establishment and running off to some commune and then advocating burning down the White House every time a new president got into office, no matter which party?” Melba shook her head. “Haven’t the foggiest.”

“He claims I broke his heart,” Cilla said, punctuated by the snap of the measuring tape as it retracted back into its case. She snickered as she wrote down the measurements of the display window.

“Grandpa should have broken his head.” Melba chuckled. “Our grandparents had that big old house the Gallery took over. We used to have sleepovers, all the cousins, maybe once a month. Ernie decided he would play Romeo and tossed rocks at the dormer windows to get Cilla’s attention. The problem is, he used really big rocks and broke Grandpa and Granny’s bedroom window. The big buffoon actually refused to pay to replace the window, because he claimed Granny insulted his family, getting her landscaping rocks from someone else. Can you believe that?”

“Ernie’s father and uncles had a landscaping business,” Cilla explained.

“Well, that’s a chunk of Cadburn history I never heard,” Tracy said, punctuated with a chuckle. “So Miss Cilla, you’re a heartbreaker, are you?”

“There’s gotta be a heart to break,” she muttered, and stepped over to the built-in counter that divided the front room in half, lengthwise. She extended the measuring tape down the long side and paused to run her fingers over the dings and gouges and dents and what certainly looked to Melba like burn marks in the wood.

“Some common sense would have been nice, too,” Melba added. “Remember the time he showed up to take you on a date, and he wouldn’t take no for an answer because he had paid Boyd for the right to take you out? He wanted exclusive access to you for the entire week.”

“Wait,” Tracy said. “Who’s Boyd?”

“Our money-grubbing cousin.”

“Makes those stereotyped ambulance-chasing lawyers on TV look like Boy Scouts,” Cilla added. Then she giggled. “Remember the time he tried to convince Aunt Myrna to join some pyramid scheme, and when she didn’t give in fast enough, he stole the old glass piggy bank where she put her egg money? She went chasing after him with her rolling pin and he fell going down the steps and ...” Her laughter faded into a sigh and she shook her head. “Oh, my, listen to me. Gossiping.”

“It’s not gossip if you’d take Ginny’s advice and put all those family memories into a book and sell it as humor,” Melba said.

“And get sued by three-quarters of the family for embarrassing them.”

“They did it to themselves!” She snickered. “We really should. Even if it’s just as a joke. Let’s talk to Charli Hall, since she knows writing. Or Saundra Bailey. What do you say?”

“It might be fun,” Cilla admitted and chuckled.

“What are you doing in my shop?” a rusty tenor voice bellowed. It cracked and squeaked on the last word and shattered into coughing. Ernie Benders staggered into the shop, arms spread to brace himself in the doorframe. He gasped and heaved, eyes watering, glaring at the three women in turn.

Tracy jammed her fists into her hips and stomped forward, putting herself between Ernie and the Tweed cousins.

“This isn’t your shop. It isn’t,” she insisted, when he opened his mouth to argue.

Yep, same old Ernie, Melba thought. She recognized that sizzling fury in his eyes, and the spark of what she had long ago suspected was insanity. Maybe chemically induced. According to the gossip and the complaints from the owners of other shops in this strip, Ernie had been manufacturing something highly toxic in his back room. He had probably poisoned himself. She wouldn’t be surprised if the FBI someday linked him to a string of homemade bombs placed around post offices and other government buildings.

“Everything was handled properly and legally, and I gave you twice as much time as was spelled out in the lease that you signed,” Tracy continued, waving a finger in Ernie’s face. He choked and swallowed and rubbed his watery eyes. “You were served multiple notices, and the judge listened to you argue and you were warned multiple times about all the violations to the lease agreement. I should have evicted you four months sooner. I had every legal right to do so.”

“A man’s business is his castle,” Ernie snarled, and broke down coughing.

“What business?” Tracy spread her arms, gesturing for him to look around.

“What the—where’s all my stuff?” He staggered around her, reaching for one of the empty built-in shelves, then turned and yanked on a door under the counter. “You can’t do that! You cleaned me out!”

“I did not. Although I would have been completely within my rights to confiscate everything you left behind, to pay the back rent you owe me.”

“Filthy lying—” Ernie staggered backward, as if propelled by the force of the filth spilling out of his mouth.

“That is enough!” Cilla snapped, and swung hard, slapping Ernie so he staggered sideways. “You have no right to use such language around this lovely young lady whom you cheated and stole from and abused her property and lied to and—and—and a couple dozen other nasty, selfish things that are just typical for you, Ernie Benders! You’re the same selfish oaf you were in high school. When are you going to grow up?”

Ernie shook his head. His eyes seemed unfocused for several moments. Melba didn’t doubt his ears were ringing and he couldn’t see straight. She fought not to cheer. That slap was many years overdue. She had always told Cilla she had been too nice all the times she turned down Ernie and tried to gently discourage his interest in her.

What was it about Cilla that attracted the worst sort of boys, when they were growing up? None of them could take no for an answer, and that was the only answer she ever gave them. Too bad the one time she did say no to Heinrich, over the Prom, he never came back. He would have been good for Cilla, and under her influence he never would have become a paranoid curmudgeon.
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