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			Synopsis


			M-U-R-D-E-R. Nine points in Scrabble.


			 


			Nine iron—great for short golf shots.


			 


			But can a golf pro and an English teacher work together to discover who killed a friend during a Scrabble game?


			 


			Newly retired Jayne Marple and Arnolda “Arnie” Palmer met playing Scrabble and it was love at first tile. While this is their second chance at love, they’re also working together to make the Elsinore Detective Agency a success.


			 


			But will the Scrabble-game murderer allow them to enjoy their newfound happiness? Or will D-E-A-T-H cut their love affair short?
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			Tile M for Murder


			 


			(A Jayne Marple Scrabble Mystery)


			 


			Place: Chicago


			Time: The present—spring


			 


			 


			THE PLAYERS


			 


			Jayne Marple: Retired golf professional, scrabble team organizer, ex-punk rock singer, hors d’oeuvres expert


			 


			Arnolda (Arnie) Palmer: Retired english and special education teacher, scrabble fan, owner of elsinore detective agency, mixologist, Jayne’s new girlfriend


			 


			Robin York: Tax attorney, pianist and philatelist, passionate scrabble player, husband to Marion


			 


			Marion Wayne: Interior designer, long-haired, glamorous, prone to hyperbole, reckless scrabble player


			 


			Fred Woods: Retired mortician, active tap dancer, beer drinker, devoted husband


			 


			Ethel Woods: Homemaker, fond of vintage clothes, loves rhinestones and satin, makes award-winning pies, dedicated caregiver


			 


			Nick Pappas: Gym owner, health conscious and sober, red-haired and mellow, plays scrabble to keep his partner happy


			 


			Noreen Charles: Princess Diana lookalike, avid skier, breweryowner, introduced partner Nick to scrabble, yoga, and culture


			 


			Vanessa Harding: Ageless femme fatale, has had numerous spouses, smokes cigarettes, owns Tutu (a pomeranian), botoxed diva, into jewels, martinis, and vamping men and women


			 


			David Harding: previous husband of Vanessa, wanted by police for fraud and for trying to throttle ex-wife


			 


			Donald Harding: Twin brother of David, also ex-spouse of Vanessa, convicted felon


			 


			Sarah York: Older sister of Robin, widow, horse trainer


			 


			Tanya: Personal assistant of Vanessa harding


			 


			Detective Perry (Pericles) Schultz: Chicago PD detective, closet knitter, lives on tums, coffee, and donuts


			









Chapter One


			Diva—8 Points


			Jayne Marple, one half of the Elsinore Detective Agency, stared in disbelief at their client Vanessa Harding. Vanessa’s age was anywhere between Medicare and death.


			Femme fatale extraordinaire, she lounged in bed, surrounded by marabou feathers, ice packs, a carton of menthol cigarettes, and a box of dark chocolates. As she dropped ashes over the head of Tutu, her little dog, Jayne thought the animal resembled an oversize tangerine powder puff. 


			She tried not to stare at Vanessa’s bleached-blond hair and ample bosom, displayed and arrayed in a silk negligee with a diamond pendant dangling between her breasts.


			Jayne’s partner, in both business and pleasure, Arnolda Palmer, or Arnie, as she was known to friends, was staring. “Arnie,” Jayne said, kicking her in the ankle. 


			She snapped to. “Mrs. Harding—”


			“Vanessa,” she cooed in a husky voice. “Call me Vanessa, Arnolda dear, after all, we do have a working relationship, don’t we?”


			Arnie nodded with round eyes and a silly grin, and again, Jayne wanted to kick her. “Mrs. Harding,” Jayne said, “we’re very sorry your ex-husband, David Harding, broke in last night and tried to hurt you.” She studied a recent photograph. “How did he come to have the house keys?”


			“Hurt me?” She tugged on marabou feathers to expose a red, chafed throat. “That idiot tried to kill me! If it hadn’t been for that car alarm going off and the lights in the yard going on, he would’ve murdered me. I guess I forgot to change all the locks after our divorce,” she added. “And now, some of my jewels are missing!”


			“We don’t want him to be able to break in here again. Did you call the security people?” asked Arnie.


			Vanessa assumed the look of a little girl, twisting a blond curl around a jeweled finger. “Oh, Arnie, I forgot,” she said in a baby singsong voice. “Could you pwease do that for me now?” She pulled a paper out of her cleavage and squinted at it. “These numbers are so small.” She pointed to an enormous, old-fashioned push-button phone, pink with rhinestones and French poodles painted on the receiver. “Isn’t my phone so pretty?” 


			Jayne sniffed and shot Arnie a look. 


			Arnie took the phone in one hand and made a “What can I say?” motion with the other. 


			Jayne walked over to a wall of photos, all framed with sparkly crystals and gemstones. Vanessa embracing celebrities from the past. Vanessa in a flowing gown with a tiara on her poufy hair. Four different wedding photos, showing Vanessa at various ages, smiling provocatively as she clutched the arms of her willing marital victims. Vanessa poured into a gold lamé gown, embracing a very famous blue-eyed Italian singer.


			“What a pretty daughter,” said Jayne.


			Vanessa stopped listening to Arnie long enough to hiss, “I don’t have a daughter, that’s me.”


			“Miss St. Patrick’s Day Parade Queen, 196—”


			“Yes, well, that was a long time ago,” she snapped. “The date doesn’t matter.”


			“That’s a great honor to be chosen as the queen,” Arnie said smoothly. “I didn’t know you were Irish.”


			“Maloney was my maiden name. One hundred percent Irish, that’s me. County Cork.”


			“Delightful. Isn’t it, Jayne?” Arnie asked.


			“Absolutely fantastic,” she said, trying to find any resemblance between the dewy-eyed, red-haired colleen in the picture to the dyed blond in the bed, with her mean Botoxed face, huge goldfish lips, and wide eyes stretched like a taxidermist’s owl. She could not stand Vanessa Harding. The woman reminded her of the mean girls in high school who’d made fun of Jayne’s six-foot height, and being a jock. They also had guessed correctly she was gay and they were brutal about it, leaving nasty notes on her desk and pointedly avoiding her in the locker room during gym class.


			“Did you marry the same man twice?” Jayne stared at the face of David, younger and with more hair.


			“Twins,” Vanessa chuckled.


			“Excuse me?” 


			“I married twin brothers. That’s Donald’s picture you’re looking at. I married Donald about five years before David. In between, I dated Frank Sinatra. What a guy.” She paused, sighing, and Jayne expected a drumroll. 


			“Twins?” Jayne repeated. 


			“What can I say? I liked their faces. I had hoped that David would have a better personality than Donald. I was wrong. Donald was outgoing and a divine dancer and a great kisser. But he was a con artist. Always had a scheme going. Always borrowing money and getting into trouble with the mob and the cops. He was very good at finding out stuff about people.” The diva stubbed out her cigarette vigorously in a flamingo ashtray.


			“And David? Jayne asked.


			“David was more solid, quiet, and romantic—or so I thought. He kind of bored me after a while. Very nervous guy.”


			“May I borrow these pictures?” Arnie asked. “For our investigation.”


			“Sure, go ahead,” Vanessa said.


			“David and Donald aren’t exactly alike,” Jayne commented. “David’s chin is more pointed, although they both have diamond-shaped faces.”


			“Really?” Vanessa coughed and Tutu growled. “I never noticed.”


			“May I ask why you’re so sure that it was your ex who broke in last night? It was dark in here and you—”


			“I, what?”


			“Do you wear glasses?”


			“I most certainly do not.” The diva scowled.


			“Okay, copy that.” Jayne needed escape. Vanessa Harding was getting on her nerves. “Arnie, I really should get home and set up for our game tonight,” she said.


			“Game? What game? Can I play?” Vanessa broke into a wheezy laugh.


			“Scrabble,” Arnie told her. 


			“Word games?” Her face fell, not far, but it shifted, Jayne noted with amusement. “I prefer other…entertainments.”


			“Give me a break,” Jayne muttered under her breath.


			“What did you say, Jill dear?” Vanessa asked.


			“I said, I’m going home to cook steak. For the snacks tonight.”


			Arnie coughed. “Good idea, Jayne.”


			Vanessa inspected Jayne with a skeptical look and lit another cigarette. “Are you still on hold, Arnie, with the company?”


			“They’re checking your files,” she said. “Do you have an inventory of your jewelry and what’s missing?”


			“Somewhere.” She waved her hand in the direction of a French provincial desk. 


			“The police will want to know if you filed a report,” Arnie said gently.


			“Will they?” She inhaled deeply and coughed. “I know I’m missing a huge sapphire I was going to have set into a brooch, a pair of diamond earrings, and an emerald ring that belonged to my mother. She turned to Jayne. “How long have you been Arnie’s assistant?” 


			“A while. Since I retired from being a full-time golf pro.”


			“Golf pro? How interesting. You sure are tall enough.” 


			Jayne raised her eyebrows. “It was very nice to meet you, Vanessa, but I’ve got to run. I hope you get all your issues sorted.”


			“Likewise,” Vanessa said, stubbing out the cigarette in an empty candy box.


			“I’ll let myself out,” Jayne said.


			“See you later, Jayne,” Arnie said. Arnie’s forehead glistened with sweat. Being left alone with the black widow spider was going to make her sweat buckets, Jayne thought. Serves her right for taking on such an outrageous client.


			On the way out, Jayne paused to open a few drawers in the hallway armoire. Parking tickets, receipts—and whoa. A small, pink .38 Smith and Wesson lay under a stack of lace hankies stinking of musk perfume. 


			“How appropriate, baby pink,” she said to Tutu the pup, who had followed her downstairs. “Too bad the ex-husband missed this last night.”


			









Chapter Two


			Hors D’oeuvres—19 Points


			It was only a mile and a half from the luxurious townhome on Chicago’s gold coast to her lakefront condo. Jayne was happy to walk, to think, and to breathe fresh air. 


			The Magnificent Mile, as the most wealthiest street in Chicago is called, was late-afternoon peaceful. Rush hour was an hour away. Shoppers strolled with designer bags. A well-dressed woman around Jayne’s age walked out of a jewelry shop with a tiny box under her arm. She was slim and chic. Jayne looked down at the grass stains on her khakis—a result of inspecting Vanessa’s damp backyard for clues—and her scuffed gym shoes. 


			“Hard to be glamorous with this job,” she told a pigeon on the Michigan Avenue bridge. The bird with its beady orange eyes was unmoved by her comment. She arrived home a few minutes later. Her building faced the Chicago River and had spectacular views of Lake Michigan and the city. After her daughter married and moved to London five years ago, she’d sold the house and moved downtown. She’d been divorced for a long time, came out in her forties, and enjoyed a single life. Her life alternated between intense love affairs and stretches of celibacy. It was exhilarating being retired—a new home, more time for golf games, and now, a new lady in her life, who was having a great effect on her outlook on life. She was more positive, less stressed and definitely more loving with Arnie at her side.


			She grabbed her mail and took the elevator to twenty-four. After she entered her home and the door clicked shut, Lucia, her tiny Chihuahua mix, rescue pup extraordinaire, jumped off her cashmere doggie bed to greet her. 


			“You little silly.” Jayne tossed a few soft chicken treats to the pup. Lucia only had five teeth after two major dental surgeries, so she liked soft, gourmet dog food. Due to the lack of teeth, her little tongue often hung out of one side of her mouth, giving her an adorable but “woe is me” canine look. She was spoiled and liked to be adored. Lucia was still getting used to Arnie, and she wasn’t always happy when she slept over. 


			Jayne tossed her mail on the granite counter and gave it a quick look. Electric bill, grocery store ads, Scrabble newsletter, golf magazine, and an expensive-looking cream-colored envelope. It was addressed to both her and Arnie, in care of the Elsinore Detective Agency. The envelope gave off a scent of sandalwood and sage. 


			“It’s addressed to Arnie and me,” she said to Lucia. “So, I will be a good assistant and wait to open it. And, you’re the third animal I’ve talked to today. Maybe Arnie’s right. I retired too soon.” The Chihuahua princess sniffed the air as Jayne took out ingredients for bacon wraps, deviled eggs, salmon mousse and onion dip. She tied on a chef’s apron and got to work.


			Arnie finally showed up, as Jayne finished frying bacon and onions. “Smells great in here.”


			“Thanks for leaving me stranded, sweetie.” Jayne chopped celery with precision.


			“I’m sorry, but she wouldn’t stop talking,” Arnie sighed. “I think she might be lonely.”


			“Lonely? That man-woman eater?” Jayne sliced a hard-boiled egg.


			“She didn’t take to you very well,” Arnie admitted. “I don’t know why.”


			Jayne pointed the paring knife at Arnie with a mock smile. “Clueless.”


			“We’ve got a half hour, so put me to work. Forgiven?”


			“I’ll think about it,” Jayne said. But how could she stay mad at Arnie, with her lovely auburn hair, deep blue eyes and sweet smile? “Did you get the diva’s issues sorted out?”


			“I had to wait for the security people to come and fix her alarms and change the locks,” she said, mopping her face with a fresh, white, linen handkerchief. 


			“You only sweat when you’re upset,” Jayne remarked, wrapping bacon around a water chestnut.


			“She’s a very demanding client.” 


			“I have to agree with you. She must have driven her four husbands bonkers. And marrying twins? That’s unbelievable. That woman sure has a lot of nerve. Of course, with her bad eyesight, maybe she couldn’t even tell them apart. Except in the sack.” 


			“Now be nice,” Arnie admonished.


			Jayne scooped salmon mousse into a cobalt-blue Fiestaware bowl. “This bowl matches your eyes, Arnie. So pretty.” She admired the contrast of pink salmon against blue ceramic. 


			“I forgot your golf clubs are in the trunk of my car,” Arnie said, her cheeks pink with pleasure. “Shall I get them now?”


			“No rush, we can get them later.” 


			“They’re very expensive clubs, Jayne.”


			“The garage is safe and the clubs are insured. Don’t worry, honey. And you played very well this morning.” 


			“I’ve got a good teacher,” she said. “You’ve helped my golf game tremendously.”


			She diced onions for the sour cream chive dip and wiped away a tear. “Arnie, we got some mail today.”


			“We did?”


			“Yes, on lovely notepaper, smelling of sage and sandalwood. Addressed to you and me at the Elsinore Detective Agency. It’s on the edge of the counter there.”


			Arnie picked it up and sniffed. “Very elegant,” Arnie said. She slit it open, read it, and frowned.


			Jayne looked up. “What is it? What does it say?”


			Arnie read it aloud.


			 


			SCRABBLE TEAM KILLER?


			CHECK OUT THE FIFTH HOLE FRIDAY


			NO ONE IS SAFE HERE!


			 


			“What?” Jayne put down her knife. “May I see it, please?” 


			“What could it possibly mean?” Arnie asked. She stood looking over her shoulder. “Someone is literary.”


			“What do you mean?”


			“It’s a haiku. A form of Japanese poetry. Five-seven-five syllables,” Arnie said.


			“Trust an English teacher to spot that. A threatening haiku? Hmm. We have a client who is a poetic assassin?” 


			“Or one of our Scrabble buddies playing a joke? What team? Hard to believe that one of our friends is a killer,” Arnie said.


			“I agree,” Jayne said. “I don’t see any of our Scrabble mates writing strange poems. Fred is a retired mortician, Ethel a homemaker, Noreen owns a brewery, and Nick owns a gym.”


			“And Robin is a tax attorney,” Arnie said. “Now Marion—”


			“Marion has an over-the-top sense of humor. He loves to dress up and be dramatic—and he has a temper.”


			“The world is his stage,” Arnie agreed. “He likes to show off and be noticed. Since he was a model in his youth, he’s always walking the catwalk.”


			“Should we show them the note?” 


			“Confront them and see what happens? I don’t know. After Marion stabbed Robin with the pencil last time, I’m not sure if I trust this group to behave,” Arnie said.


			“Let’s play it by ear,” Jayne said. “If we think we should bring up the note, we can try it.” She buried it in her knitting basket for now. 


			“Sounds good. Check out the vibes first. Now, back to work. What is the theme for tonight’s snacks?” She, like Lucia, sniffed appreciatively.


			“1950s hors d’oeuvres,” Jayne said. “Deviled eggs, onion dip and chips, bacon-wrapped water chestnuts, and salmon mousse with Ritz crackers.”


			“I am in charge of the cocktails?”


			“Yes, please. Your summer bartending jobs are really paying off, pleasing this group. Do you know any appropriate cocktails?”


			“Tom Collins?” 


			“A tad too summery,” she said, stuffing eggs with the deviled mixture, bright yellow yolks mixed with red pimento.


			“Singapore sling?”


			“Too pink.”


			“Martinis?”


			“Too predictable,” she said, and tossed Lucia a bit of bacon.


			“How about a sidecar?”


			“Refresh my memory about the ingredients?”


			“Cognac, lemon juice and triple sec. Then a vigorous shake in the cocktail shaker.” She looked in the liquor cabinet. “You’ve got it all here. Maybe I’ll add some shaved ice.”


			“Sounds good. The tart drink will balance all this gooey, dippy, mayonnaise-y food.”


			“And some beer for Fred, of course.” 


			Jayne looked at the clock. “I’ll change my clothes,” she said and dashed into the bedroom. She emerged in minutes, tucking a chocolate-brown silk blouse into slim black trousers. 


			“You look great,” Arnie said, smiling. “You always do.”


			“Thanks, my dear.” Jayne gave her a full body hug just as the doorbell rang. 


			“Ignore it,” Arnie groaned, nuzzling her neck.


			“Can’t,” Jayne sighed. Lucia barked, ferociously. “Damn it. I’ll get the door.” 


			Jayne opened the door with a big smile on her face. “Nice to see you, Fred and Ethel. Right on time.” 


			“Always good to see you Jayne,” Fred said, pulling down his Hawaiian shirt over his ample middle. “And Lucia, too.”


			“I brought coconut crème pies, Jayne,” Ethel said, handing Jayne the heavy whipped crème-laden desserts.


			“Thank you, Ethel, these look amazing. As do you. I love your dress.”


			“It’s a bit old-fashioned but I thought this cocktail dress would go with the ’50s theme,” she said, smoothing out the puce satin over her petite, plump figure. On her shoulder was pinned an enormous rhinestone brooch, shaped like a crescent moon.


			“Hi, Fred and Ethel, how you doing? Here’s a beer, Fred,” Arnie said, handing him a cold bottle.


			“Thank you.” He opened the brew with a gold coffin-shaped bottle opener.


			“What’s the cocktail du jour?” Ethel asked, exuding Midnight in Paris perfume.


			“Sidecars,” Arnie said, holding up the Art Deco cocktail shaker.


			“Ooh, delicious,” Ethel sighed. “Fred, you don’t know what you’re missing.”


			“I only drink beer, my love,” he said. “Sometimes imported, sometimes homebrew and sometimes the good old cheap stuff.”


			“You’re an equal opportunity guzzler,” Jayne said. She placed trays of food on the long, granite kitchen island.


			“You always have such beautiful food,” Ethel said in a tinkly voice like sleigh bells skimming over icy paths. “How are you tonight?” She eyed the hors d’oeuvres with deep satisfaction. “Did you play golf today? And I just love your hair! How do you get it to stay up that way?”


			Jayne patted her platinum-blond, spiky hairdo. “We did golf this morning, very early. The weather was fabulous. And my hair? Lots of hair gel. Maybe I should change the style. What do you think?” 


			“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it,” Fred said, pointing to the picture of Jayne, circa 1980, hanging over the fireplace. Lead singer and bassist for The Pink Bohemians, a Chicago fixture of the punk and new wave scene, Jayne had been a golfer by day and a musician by night, way back when.


			“It suits you, Jayne,” Arnie said, concentrating on a one-two-one Rhumba shaking motion. “Highlights your high cheekbones.”


			“Thanks, Arnie.” She waited until her shaking was over and then handed her a tray with cocktail glasses.


			“Who are we playing against tonight?” Ethel asked.


			“You and Fred are playing against Nick and Noreen,” Jayne said.


			“Good.” Ethel frowned. “I don’t want to play with Robin and Marion. Last time was too much.”


			“It upset Ethel terribly when Robin stabbed Marion with the pencil,” Fred said.


			“It upset me too,” said Jayne. “I couldn’t believe it.”


			“Just because he couldn’t spell rutabaga correctly,” Arnie said.


			“I think there was more to it than that,” Jayne mused. “Those two were touchy from the moment they walked in. Marion was making wisecracks and Robin was doing a slow burn.”


			“Marion has a big mouth,” Fred said. “Maybe it’s time to find new Scrabble players.” 


			“I hope we can all be friends tonight,” Jayne said. The doorbell rang again and Lucia barked, this time with less vigor. “I’ll get it.” 


			“Jayne, my beautiful rock ’n’ roll star.” Marion Wayne sailed into her foyer and filled the room with air kisses. He removed his Irish tweed cape with a flourish, while his husband, Robin, waited patiently behind him. A scarf fluttered to the floor. Jayne picked it up, appreciating the luscious, silk fabric pattern with persimmon tulips and teal and burgundy doves. 


			“Hi, Marion, how are you tonight? You’re looking amazing as always.”


			“I am absolutely fabulous.” He looked her up and down. “You look great, my love. Your mama might have named you after a British spinster sleuth, but to me you will always be my Jayne Mansfield.”


			“I am hardly a blond bombshell sex goddess from the fifties,” Jayne protested.


			“Don’t say that, darlin’. You will always be a goddess to me. You were so hot in that rock band from the eighties. Hotter than Blondie.” Marion removed fine taupe calfskin gloves, revealing milk-white hands.


			“You are too kind. That’s me, hot stuff.”


			Lucia ran up and sniffed and barked at Marion. “My little love, Lucia!” He patted her head. “Congratulations on turning eleven last week. Muzzle tov! Jayne, I just adore your home! It’s like the Taj Mahal!” 


			“You should like it, Marion, since you decorated it for me,” she said.


			“I did a fabulous job, didn’t I? All the chrome and leather reminds me of golf clubs,” he said, taking out a comb to arrange his beautiful shoulder-length ebony hair in front of the oval mirror. He frowned at a gray strand on his fifty-year-old head. A small bandage covered his right palm, where his husband had stabbed him with a pencil two weeks ago. He sighed with satisfaction.


			“Mirror, mirror on the wall,” Jayne said.


			“Who’s the fairest of them all?” Marion finished. “Why I am! Now where is that woman of yours? Arnie Palmer, you famous golfer you, I need a drinkie!”


			“In here, Marion,” Arnie called out. “Cocktails shaken not stirred.”


			“Just like James Bond, how thrilling,” he said to Jayne and his husband. “I am ready for my cocktail, Sherlock,” he sang out to Arnie as he floated into the living room. “I am parched like the Sahara. I could drink gallons!” 


			“Hello, Jayne,” said a voice behind Marion.


			“Hello, Robin,” she said to Marion’s soft-spoken husband. “It’s good to see you.”


			“Good to see you, too. How’s it going?” 


			“Great, thanks. I had a very busy day, but a productive day. Marion seems in a good mood, as always. I always get a kick out of his enthusiasm.” Jayne took Robin’s leather jacket and hung up the coats. 


			“Marion does have a tendency to speak in clichés and to quote old movies,” he said, with a frown.


			“That’s part of his charm.” She paused. “How are you doing?”


			“Don’t worry,” he said. “We won’t have a repeat of last time. I will behave.” 


			“I never doubted it for a minute,” she assured him. “Although I was a bit surprised you got so excited last time. I didn’t know you could get so emotional.”


			“I didn’t either,” he said. “I must be under more stress than I thought. The new tax laws are tricky. And sometimes Marion won’t quit making comments. He knows how to upset me.” He looked at his husband who was telling a joke with wide eyes and extended arms. “He likes to be the center of attention. I didn’t mean to stab him, but the pencil was in my hand and before I knew it—”


			“It just slipped? Still waters run deep, I think,” Ethel said, coming out of the small bathroom room in the hall. “My mother always said you had to watch the quiet ones. You had better keep the pencils away from him tonight, Jayne.” 


			Robin’s fair skin became rosy. He removed his glasses and polished the lenses with a pristine white linen handkerchief. Without his glasses, Jayne noticed his face looked angular and a bit predatory.


			“That was very wise of your mother, but I am sure we won’t have any problems tonight.” Ethel smoothed her skirt and walked into the living room, leaving a trail of perfume fumes. “She means well, but doesn’t know when to keep still,” Jayne said. “Have you acquired any new amazing stamps, Robin?” 


			“I was able to acquire a very rare stamp. George Washington, 1867, I was very pleased that my bid was accepted.”


			“That’s great, Robin. You know so much about history and philately. See? I remembered that word.”


			“You are a very bright lady, Jayne.”


			“For a golf pro, right?” She squeezed his elbow. “Now, how about a cocktail?”


			Ethel and Fred sat at their table, sipping their drinks. Marion plopped down next to Ethel. “Ethel, my dearest Ethel, can you ever forgive me for behaving so badly last time? I don’t know what got into me. I don’t usually behave like that.”


			“Marion, you scared the life out of me,” she said. “I was so afraid. I thought Robin was going to go crazy and stab us all!”


			“Ethel was very upset,” Fred said. “You shouldn’t provoke people like that.”


			“I know, I know, I’m so sorry! I was so edgy.” He dropped his voice. “To tell you the truth, I was trying to reduce for a charity gala where I was asked to model and I was starving! And that made me so irritable, isn’t that so, Robin?”


			Robin, staring into his sidecar, shook his head. “Starvation and amphetamines. Not a great combo for happiness.”


			“Pills?” Ethel asked. “Aren’t they dangerous?”


			“My dear, Ethel, it was temporary,” Marion said. “I am clean and free of all chemicals tonight. I will behave. You won’t be ashamed of me.”


			“I hope so.” 


			“And may I say, you look amazing in puce and the sparkles in your brooch match the sparkles in your eyes,” Marion gushed.


			Ethel giggled, Fred patted her hand, and Jayne noticed that even Robin was smiling. She gave a thumbs-up to Arnie.


			“Let the games begin,” she said, and Lucia barked in agreement.


			









Chapter Three


			Haiku—12 Points


			“Detox.” Noreen Charles put down the first word of the night. Forty-two points. She smiled at her opponents, Fred and Ethel.


			“Are you sure you wanted to use your X on the first turn?” Nick, her partner, asked.


			“I got a double letter score and a double word,” she said with a frown.


			“Very good word,” Fred assured her.


			“Doesn’t that word upset you, Nick?” Ethel asked, her eyes wide behind her rhinestone glasses.


			“I’ve been sober for ten years, Ethel. The word doesn’t bother me, if that’s what you’re referring to?” Nick, tall, lean, red-haired, with a sleepy but freckled Huck Finn kind of face, arranged his tiles on the wooden tray and did not look at Ethel.


			At the other table, Jayne looked at Arnie with concern. Arnie gave a thumbs-up.


			“Ethel, darling,” Marion said, from the next table, “you should fermez your bouche, once in a while.”


			“Yes, keep your pretty lips closed, Ethel,” Fred agreed, staring at his own tiles. “Why even mention it?” He smiled like a Cheshire cat. “Ooh, this is going to be good.” He put down an I, F, Y, after Noreen’s word. “Detoxify. Triple word score,” he beamed, putting down a four-point Y on a red triple word square.


			Jayne handed Ethel a tissue. Her big baby-blue eyes, coated with heavy mascara which gave her a Lamb Chop look, filled with tears. “I didn’t mean anything by it,” Ethel sniffled.


			Noreen patted her hand. “Of course, you didn’t. If Nick can live with me owning a microbrewery, then a word like that isn’t going to upset him.”


			“Sixty-six points! Most excellent. Great set-up word for me, Noreen,” said Fred.


			“Perhaps you shouldn’t use X so near to a triple word square,” Nick commented with a frown.


			“It’s okay,” Noreen said. “The game just started.” 


			“That was a great play, Fred,” Nick said. “I’m up next.” He rolled up his sleeves, revealing tanned, muscled forearms as was befitting a gym owner and personal trainer. A tattoo on his left wrist said, strive, and on the right wrist it said, for excellence. 


			“Don’t take too long, honey,” Noreen said, looking at the five-minute timer.


			“I won’t,” Nick muttered, without glancing at the clock. “Give me a chance, Noreen, I’m the newest member of the group.”	


			“And the youngest,” Ethel said, sipping her cocktail. 


			“Don’t remind him,” Noreen said. “He’s quite sensitive about being thirty-five.”


			“And you forty-five, isn’t that so, Nor?” Marion walked over and stuck his long nose into their game. Like a bunny, his elegant, long hooter twitched. 


			“Why, Grandpa, what a good memory you have,” Noreen said, but her hazel eyes flashed.


			“I just love your hair,” Marion gushed. “So totally Princess Di.”


			“Why don’t you follow your own advice and fermez your bouche, Marion,” Fred said, opening another beer. “What woman wants to be reminded of her age?”


			“Well, be that way.” Marion tossed his locks and went back to his table. Again, Jayne looked at Arnie with wide eyes. Was this evening going to self-destruct as badly as the last game?


			Nick put down D, E, R. “Deer,” he said. “Eight points.”


			Ethel put down H, A. “Had and ad,” she said. “Count it for me, Fred.”


			“Thirteen points. Good one, Ethel.” Ethel beamed and Nick gave Noreen a glance that said, “Don’t say anything about my little word,” and Noreen turned her attention to her tiles. 


			At the next table, words were flowing easily. Arnie opened the game with TABLE, sixteen points. Marion built off his word with SHAM, also sixteen points. Jayne made SCAN for twelve points, and Robin made YAWN, twenty points with two double letters. As he was leading after the first round, he was smiling.


			During the next round, Marion built off Arnie’s POMP with an OUS. “Pompous,” he said. “Now who does that remind us of?” he asked, ignoring his spouse. 


			Jayne gave him the stern, “I’m going to pop you one” look. 


			“Oh, all right,” he said, and jumped up. “Jaynie, if I can’t speak, how about you give me something to eat?”


			“Go help yourself, Marion. It’s all out on the island. My turn now.”


			While thinking of her next word, Jayne watched Marion fill a plate with hors d’oeuvres, heavy on the deviled eggs, and wander around the room, looking at photographs and gazing out the floor-to-ceiling windows. “You really were a hot chick, Jayne,” he said, looking at an old band picture. Jayne had on a vinyl miniskirt with plaid tights and Doc Martens on her feet. Her bass guitar was hot pink. “Very punk.”


			“Why, thank you, kindly, sir,” she said. “Those were the good old days.”


			“These are the good old days,” Marion said. “The view here is amazing. I can see right across Lake Michigan. I love our condo but it faces south. Why, we can see Indiana!” He shivered. “I hate the thought of winter coming.” He sighed. “Time change. Cold weather. So, dreary.” He bit into a deviled egg. “Divine, delicious, delectable,” he sighed. “And pink eggs! How did you accomplish that, my love?”


			“I soaked the eggs in a little beet juice,” Jayne said, putting down the word ZOO off Marion’s O in POMPOUS. “Triple letter for the Z.”


			“Good job,” Arnie said. “We’re ahead now.” 


			Robin scowled while Marion topped up his drink and then trotted to the bathroom. Robin rubbed his chin as he stared at his tiles. Jayne thought his pointed little chin gave him a foxlike look. When Marion returned, his husband was making a very respectable, OXEN and AXE for thirty-seven points, using the X twice in both directions.


			“Happy, baby?” Marion looked at his tiles and his drink. Robin smiled a small, cautious smile. 


			“Early days, yet,” he said. “Your turn, Arnie.”


			“How is the Elsinore Detective Agency doing, Arnie? Flourishing?” Marion’s eyes widened innocently. “Or is something rotten in the state of Denmark?”


			Robin’s eyes widened. “Be quiet, Marion, how can Arnie think with your incessant chatter?” 


			“Temper, temper, my love,” Marion said. “I just think it’s so dang cool she named her agency after Hamlet.”


			Arnie looked up from her tiles. “Didn’t know you were so literary, Marion.”


			“I have many hidden talents.” He smirked and ate another deviled egg.


			Jayne studied the other players while Arnie plotted her next move. What did she really know about them? They had met about a year ago when Jayne, after hiring Robin to do her taxes, discovered they both loved Scrabble. Robin knew Ethel and Fred as clients and Marion knew Nick from the gym. She’d met Arnie six months ago on a social media group for lesbians. She was sorry her Scrabble partner and golfing friend, Sue, had moved to Alaska, but Sue had met a woman online and wanted to try another life up north. Jayne couldn’t blame her, new beginnings were exciting but very difficult to achieve after a certain age. Jayne had met Arnie when she had posted a message for new Scrabble players in the area. It had been love, lust—or both—at first sight. Hope springs eternal and love can come to anyone, like the old song said, she thought. She never dreamed she could meet a fabulous woman like Arnie at this stage in life.


			Robin and Marion were charming, well-educated, affluent and a bit hard to figure out. Were they happy together? Was that feeling of underlying tension and stream of bitchy comments a sign of affection or dissatisfaction?


			Fred and Ethel were almost too good to be true. Fred, a retired mortician, liked to dance. Ethel, a homemaker, liked to cook, eat, and dress up. She took care of her ninety-six-year-old mother in their home. Outside of a few awkward comments that she was always truly sorry for, Ethel was a sweet lady. Fred, good-natured, regardless of his views on cremation, was a good sport when he played Scrabble and never complained.


			Nick and Noreen were more difficult to fathom. She was elegant and always impeccably coiffed and dressed. She was making a fortune by running the microbrewery her brother left her when he unexpectedly passed away. Noreen looked like she would be more at home creating fine wines, but she’d surprised everyone by rolling up her sleeves, learning the ins and outs of brewing and promoting her merchandise. She had met Nick when he was a part-time bartender at the brewery. After six months, they had moved in together and she had floated him a loan to start his own gym. 


			They all seemed so polite and pleasant for the most part and were good Scrabble players. Jayne had to reign in her temper at times. Arnie, always kind and adorable, said she needed more nerve to stand up to her foes. Didn’t they all have some baggage to deal with? She watched Ethel move her tiles around with little white fingers, her long red nails adorned with rhinestones. Jayne always hosted the bimonthly games, but each team took turns bringing snacks and booze.


			“Your pies last time were amazing, Ethel,” Jayne said. “Shepherd’s pie, quiche Lorraine, pizza rustica, and lemon custard. Totally delicious and so much work.”


			“The Italian pie stuffed with eggs, sausage and cheese…I was undone,” Arnie said, clutching her heart. “Astounding.”


			“Thank you,” Ethel said, glowing. “I’m half Italian.”


			“And the other half fabulous,” Fred said, patting her hand.


			Jayne felt her fears dispel. This group couldn’t have sent her that note. They were all too nice, right? After an hour of play, Jayne and Arnie were slightly ahead of Robin and Marion. Fred and Ethel were almost tied with Nick and Noreen, as Noreen seemed to have lost her initial enthusiasm, much to Nick’s consternation. Jayne refreshed the snack trays. The others rose for cocktail refills. Robin sat down at Jayne’s vintage upright Baldwin piano and started to play a medley of Gershwin tunes.


			“Break time,” Fred said, filling a plate. “I got rhythm,” he sang along.


			“I got music,” Ethel chimed in.


			“I got cocktails, who could ask for anything more?” Marion sang off-key and loudly. “I just love bacon,” Marion said, nose twitching appreciatively. He popped a bacon-wrapped water chestnut into his mouth. “Totally decadent and bad for you.”


			“Very Betty Crocker cookbook,” Fred said. “Reminds me of my mother and my youth.” 


			“That’s yout’ to you,” Marion said.


			“Marion,” Robin said. “Quit it.” He segued into “’S Wonderful.”


			Jayne picked up the deviled eggs. “How about an egg, you devil?” 


			Marion snickered and took another egg. He wrinkled his nose at his husband. Robin had a dangerous look on his face. There was a sharpened pencil on the table and Jayne moved it to her desk, hoping no one had noticed.


			Fred, oblivious to the tension around him, broke into an impromptu tap step. “That you should care for me…” He shuffled over to Arnie for a beer. 


			“You dance so well,” Jayne said.


			“That step is called the Shirley Temple,” Fred said proudly.


			Marion opened his mouth but Arnie cut in. “That’s a great name for a dance step. Loved her old movies. Didn’t you say you had something you wanted to share with us, Jayne?” 


			“Yes,” she said, looking at her friends. “Did anyone send Arnie and me a cryptic message in the mail?”


			“How positively Gothic,” Marion said. “What kind of message? About buried treasure? A secret love note from someone who adores your backswing?”


			“It was a haiku,” Jayne said, ignoring Marion. She scanned their faces carefully. “Sort of a warning for us to be careful.”


			“Careful?” Fred dipped a chip into the onion dip. “Careful of what?”


			Robin stopped playing and picked up his drink. “There was no return address or any indication of who sent it?” 


			“None at all,” she said.


			“Can we see it?” Nick asked.


			“You didn’t dust it for fingerprints, Arnie?” Marion chugged half his cocktail and held out his arm for more.


			“No, I didn’t,” Arnie said, topping up his glass.


			Jayne pulled out the note from her knitting basket. “Very good hiding place,” Marion sniggered into his drink.


			“Maybe you should slow up on those,” Robin murmured.


			“Oh, pooh,” Marion retorted with a toss of his hair. “Robin, you are really turning into an old fart. You know I have a hollow leg.”
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