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Prologue
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It was an eerily quiet afternoon on the Warner Bros. backlot in Burbank, California. There I was watching the dust and dried leaves blow past me, as I stood there like a forgotten orphan. I had been waiting almost an hour for Jake near the elephant doors in front of Stage 5. I seemed to be the only idiot still hanging around. Everyone else had packed up and headed home for the day - though I thought I could hear the faint beeps of a truck backing up somewhere nearby. It was hard to hear anything at all with the Santa Ana winds whipping loudly in my ear, ravenously mauling the messy bun atop my head. 

I adjusted my oversized sunglasses and tugged at my ill-fitting sweatpants and sat down on my suitcase. But as soon as I did, Jake arrived. He pulled up in my midnight blue Honda Accord which looked exceedingly sparkly at that moment. 

“Vi. Don’t yell at me,” said Jake, as he lifted his large frame out of the sedan. 

“Jesus. What took you so long?”  

“Be nice. I just spent an hour detailing your car and getting it road ready. Don't make me drop kick you.”

Jake tossed me the car keys. I caught the keys and grabbed my suitcase. 

“That's how you talk to your boss?” 

“Yes, that's how I talk to my boss. Fire me. Do it.”

“If I knew any of my passwords, I would,” I said, handing my luggage off to Jake.  

“Mmmkay, well sucks to be you. Goddamn it's hot for November. What are you doing? Get in the car. Jesus. You're gonna hit Friday night traffic,” said Jake.

He chucked my luggage into the back of the car. I climbed into the driver's seat and slammed the door.

“Don't yell at me. I'm fragile!”

Jake leaned into the driver's side window.

“Are you sure you wanna drive out to the desert alone right now? Maybe you should go home and get some rest.” 

“If I don't leave right now, I won't go at all.” 

“You're exhausted and bitchy and itchy. You know how bad your allergies get when the Santa Ana winds blow. Come on, Vi. It's been a long season with the show and all. You haven't been yourself since your grandma passed away. And now Paige is down in Honduras with her dad.”

“Oh! That reminds me. It's been a week and I haven't heard from my kid.”

“She's fine. She's saving the world with her dad, the brilliant Dr. Noah - what a fuckin' legend. I still can't believe you divorced him. What an idiot.”

“He's available now. You marry him,” I said.

“You better get moving. Do you enjoy bumper to bumper traffic? Is that what you want? You wanna be stuck on The 10 sucking diesel fumes behind a delivery truck- sweating your balls off?” 

“Hey! Mi cojones son gigantes. I assure you, I don't want my big balls to get sweaty.”

“Listen to me, Smartass, by the time you get to Morongo, your little tummy is gonna be rumbling and your back is gonna be achy. You're going to want to pull off the freeway and go loco at the casino buffet. Don't do it. Do you hear me, Vi Sandoval?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I know you. You can't resist a buffet or casino cocktails. Then one thing leads to another and you're three dirty martinis deep.”

“And then your ass is gonna be too loaded to drive the last forty miles from the casino out to your grandma's place. And I am not coming to save you.” 

“Okay, that happened one time. Let it go already.” 

“Never.”

“Hey, listen, I need you to get the shooting schedule from Shawna for January. She's not answering my texts,” I said. 

“She's on her way to Cabo. I'll message her later.” 

“And don't forget you have to stay the night out at my house in Topanga tonight because you need to be there bright and early tomorrow for brush clearing day. Look at this wind. All I need is my house to burn down in a fucking canyon fire.” 

“Yes, yes, I've got it. Once I'm done fire proofing your house and doing all your bitch work for you, I'll head out to meet you in the desert. Oh my God, I cannot wait to spend hiatus in the famous Shadow Palms- vacation hideaway of old Hollywood! Imagine me, little Jake Soon, lounging by the pool where the likes of Clark Gable, Katherine Hepburn, and Greta Garbo used to bathe their glorious bodies in the desert sunlight. Exquisite.”

“Okay, great. Hope you like old people in orthopedic shoes and ugly hats. Shadow Palms is a retirement village now- not a Hollywood hotspot.” 

“Shhhhh. Let me have this. I can't afford a real vacation. Unlike you, my grandma didn't die and leave me a gorgeous villa in Shadow Palms that's worth a fortune.” 

“Yeah, well "the villa" I inherited happens to be located directly across the street from my loony parents' house.”

“That property is a goldmine. Quit your bitchin',” said Jake.

“Well, I won't know what it's worth until I sell the sucker. And if you don't stop talking, I can't leave and go do that.”

“You're a fool! That's Hollywood history you're selling.”

I snapped my seatbelt and put the car in drive. 

“It's as good as gone, Jakey-boy,” I said.

I waved out the car window and slowly drove away. I could hear Jake shouting as I left.

“Check your phone! I made you a playlist! Don't speed. I love you! You little freak!”
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Chapter 1: Welcome to Shadow Palms
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I'm just going to blame everything thing on the fact that it was a drought year in Southern California which made for an unseasonably warm November. And to make matters worse, the Santa Ana winds had been blowing for three days. The "Devil Winds,” as they are known, have a tendency to put people on edge. 

The Santa Ana winds bring a static to the air. Your hair stands on end and you have the urge to throat-punch people for no reason. All I can tell you, is that I was feeling stabby that hot and miserable afternoon when I arrived in Shadow Palms. Shadow Palms is a place where I have begrudgingly spent a lot of time. It’s a retirement community located in the Coachella Valley. 

It's where my grandmother Emma, lived for almost forty years. And it also happens to be where my parents, Cruz and Glenda, decided to retire because they wanted to be close to Emma (and they always dreamed of living on a golf course). 

Just hours earlier, I had wrapped up the last day of shooting for the daytime soap I produced called, “Secret Embraces.” It was the end of an arduous season. And, sure, I was always quick to state how much I loved my job, but the fact remained that after a lengthy career in television production, I was beginning to feel my age. 

At forty-nine, my body had begun to revolt against the long work hours and stress. And after an exceptionally long drive from the studio in Burbank to the desert- in Friday afternoon traffic- I was on edge. But I was on a mission. You see, my beloved grandmother, Emma, had passed away in August. And she had left me her most prized possession, a quaint villa in Shadow Palms. And while it was an extraordinarily nice gesture, I was not sure how I felt about inheriting a home in a retirement village. Shadow Palms was a three-hour drive from where I lived in Los Angeles. And I had no intention of leaving behind my professional life or my home in LA. So, my plan was to spend my vacation, cleaning out the place and getting it ready to sell. A decision I would regret immediately.

I pulled into the parking lot of Gardner's Market where a raucous crowd of senior citizens had gathered outside the store’s entrance. Two Shadow Palms police officers were questioning a shirtless man in a golf cart, as the unruly horde swarmed the area. Old folks in sunglasses and straw hats meandered about blocking traffic as they exchanged heckles. Angry drivers wanting to escape the parking lot, honked their horns, but the crowd did not budge.

I made a beeline for the storefront, darting between groups of doddering old folks. But before I could get inside, I was spotted.

"Vi Sandoval? I thought that was you.”

I turned to see Gladys Edwards, one of my grandma’s irritating neighbors, waving from the edge of the crowd. She was holding her iPhone overhead recording the police.

I waved back and feigned a smile, hoping that would suffice as a ‘hello’. Gladys smiled and returned her focus to the scene unfolding.

As I neared the store's entrance, I got a glimpse of the freckly man being questioned by the police. I recognized his face immediately. It was Vince O’Brien, one of my dad’s golf buddies. Vince sat in his golf cart barefoot, smiling while simultaneously gesturing wildly as two officers wrote fastidious notes and nodded. Vince had parked his cart on the sidewalk just outside of the store’s automatic doors. The police were none too pleased with this and had rolled up in their patrol vehicle, leaving it running nearby, as they investigated.

I checked my phone to see if my show’s executive producer, Shawna, had messaged me. I’d been trying to reach her all afternoon. She was ignoring me, and I was starting to worry there was a hiccup with the show's next season. There were no messages. I looked up to see Vince waving at the crowd. The crowd booed as one of the police officer’s began searching Vince’s golf cart.

Nearby, a bald man in a polo shirt asked a lady in bejeweled sunglasses: “What’s going on?”

“Classic Vince,” said the lady. “They caught him driving his cart on city streets again.” 

“Uh Oh,” said the bald man, “Well-I guess they don’t mind so much if you drive your golf cart on the street. They just don’t like you to do it after you’ve had seven bloody Mary’s.”

He laughed loudly, as did the lady in the bejeweled sunglasses.

“They asked him if he was transporting narcotics. He said, no. I hope he’s not fibbing. They’re searching every inch of his golf cart like he’s a cartel member,” said the lady.

The bald man patted the woman on the shoulder.

“Don’t worry about Vince. He’s not a pill popper. He prefers vodka.”

“Well, there is nothing wrong with better living through pharmaceuticals. You ever had a Mimo-Vi-zac?” ask the lady.

“What’s that?”

“A mimosa with a couple Prozac and a Viagra dropped in.”

The two chuckled hard as they stumbled toward the store, almost crashing into me.

“Pardon me,” I said. As they passed, I overheard the lady in the sunglasses ask the man, “Christ, is that the Sandovals’ daughter? No wonder her husband divorced her. She looks like the walking dead.”

Was I offended? Not in the least. The lady was right- I looked like garbage in my ill-fitting sweatpants and faded Metallica tank top. I couldn’t recall the last time I had styled my hair. I wasn’t fooling anyone with my oversized sunglasses. The dark circle under my eyes were still visible.

I had been coming to the Shadow Palms retirement village for most of my life. I was used to the old folks’ snide comments and general lack of manners. Besides, I was so tired I could hardly rustle up enough energy to be offended.

I hurried inside the store. I made my way to the booze aisle and dumped several bottles of Sauvignon Blanc into my cart. I moved swiftly through the crowded aisles. I grabbed a bag of Ghirardelli dark chocolates from the end cap display. I knocked a large bag of coffee beans off the shelf into the cart without slowing down. I rounded the end cap, past the cat food display, and headed straight to the dairy case. The refrigerated air felt good on my face. I inspected the waxy cartons of half & half and heavy cream. I was deep in fantasy, thinking about how good it was going to be to get a good night's sleep as I reached for the milk container. I froze when I felt something pointy and sharp between my shoulder blades. A man’s voice, deep and gritty said quietly:

“Hold it right there. Listen carefully to me, and you’ll get out of here alive.”

I felt my face flush with rage. My body seemed to react without my consent. Without a thought, I felt my right arm hastily reach back toward the man. My torso whipped around as my outstretched hand grabbed the large forearm of the man. In my right hand, I had a hard grasp of the man’s wrist as I pushed the weapon away from my body and prepared to sprint. 

It was in that moment, as my left foot was about to come down hard on the man’s massive kneecap, that I realized what I was doing. My eyes met with the beautiful brown eyes of the six foot four, Francis “Fitzy” Fitzgerald.

Anticipating my move, he blocked my foot with his large black hand. He yelped:

“Hey now! Easy, now.”

Fitzy stood there in a teal polo shirt and grey golf shorts smiling at the look of confusion on my face. Then he broke out into laughter, as I inspected the weapon on the ground, an under-ripe banana.

“Fitzy! Not funny. I could have blown your knee out!”

Fitzy reached out his arms to me, and I fell into them. He smelled of new books and hand soap.

“Easy there, Killer! You might have hurt me,” said Fitzy. “I’m glad to see you still remember those self-defense moves I taught you.”

I took a deep breath and squeezed him tightly.

“They are ingrained in my head,” I said. “Man, am I glad to see you.”

“Nobody told me, you were coming to town today,” he said.

I squeezed him again and then let go.

“Well, I wasn’t sure I was coming,” I said.

“You, okay? You look a little...frazzled.”

“I’ve been better.”

“Mmhmm.” Fitzy inspected my cart. “You staying at your grandma’s house?”

“Yeah, it’s my first visit since the funeral.”

“Well, now, that’s gotta be hard.”

I nodded, feigning courage. But there was no lying to Fitzy. He had known me all my life. Fitzy had been there the day I was born. He and my father had been best friends since childhood. They had joined the Marines together when they graduated high school. Somehow they both survived a tour in Vietnam. A public librarian by training, Fitzy had worked at the Los Angeles at the central library for over twenty years. And he could read people better than any psychologist. He was observant, cool under pressure, and could smell bullshit from a mile away. 

Fitzy pulled his glasses from his shirt collar and slipped them on as he tipped my chin upward and inspected my face with his bifocals.

“I’ll be ok, Fitzy. I’m just feelin’ a little run down.”

Fitzy patted me on the shoulder. Just then two giggling, blonde women in jogging suits approached us. The taller of the two reached out to get Fitzy’s attention.

“Excuse me, aren’t you, Danny Glover?”

Fitzy smiled, his dimples flashed ever so quickly. “No Ma’am, I’m Morgan Freeman.”

“Oh! I just knew I’d see a celebrity here! It’s my first time in California. I just love your work, Morgan,” said the lady.

“Well, thank you,” said Fitzy.

“I think he’s so handsome,” said the shorter of the two, as they walked away. Fitzy smiled, then winked at me.

I shook my head. “You enjoyed that way too much.”

“Hey, I make the best of being one of only twelve Black folks in Shadow Palms. Some days, I’m Westley Snipes.”

“You’re lucky. I only ever get asked if I’m a housekeeper when I’m here.”

“Don’t be jealous now.”

“Well, I am a little. 

There aren’t any half Chicana- half white celebrities I can impersonate. I’m too young to be Linda Ronstadt and too old to be Selena Gomez.”

“You’d be surprised with what you can get away with. Sometimes I tell people I’m Tyler Perry, and I am twenty years his senior and nowhere near as rich.”

“I dunno, Fitzy. I hear that most of you retired librarians live luxuriously on that librarian pension.” 

Fitzy grabbed a box of cat food from the display behind him.

“It’s true...as long as I keep my expenditures in check. Have you tried this Meow Mix? It’s not bad if you add milk.”

“What about Fancy Feast?”

“Oh no. That’s just for holidays. Too expensive. Besides, Meow Mix helps keep my coat shiny and there are hardly any side effects. Meow.”

Fitzy always knew how to make me laugh. Ever since I was a little girl, he’d always been there for me. When my parents were mad at me, Fitzy was always on my side. When I was grounded, Fitzy would negotiate a shorter sentence for me. When I was arrested, he’d be the one I’d call to come pick me up. When I divorced Noah, Fitzy was the only one that told me I wasn’t crazy for divorcing a handsome, rich physician that everyone loved.

Shoppers squeezed past us, annoyed that Fitzy and I were blocking the dairy case, as we chatted. Fitzy was unfazed.

“Have you heard anything from Paige since she left?”

“She called me when she arrived in Honduras,” I said. “She’s so excited to be working side by side with her dad. Noah is ecstatic Paige has decided to join him in Doctor’s without Borders - now they can save the world together.”

“Good to hear. That kid is something else. You did good there,” said Fitzy. “So, are you sure you’re gonna be okay at Emma’s all alone?”

I sighed.

“I can do all things...with enough wine.”

Fitzy let out one of his boisterous laughs. His perfectly white teeth appeared behind his greying goatee. He pulled me close and squeezed me.

“That’s my girl. Get yourself settled into the house, and soon enough it will be your own.”

Fitzy let go and patted me on the back.

“Oh. Didn’t anyone tell you? I’m planning on selling Emma’s house. I’m just here to clear the place out.”

“Oh?”

It suddenly became obvious that my meddling mother, Glenda, had been spreading the word I was moving to Shadow Palms.

“Yeah, I’m just here to get the house ready to sell.”

“Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. I was hoping you were going to be our neighbor. I know your parents were excited about the prospect of you living nearby. But I understand. There are probably a lot of memories there.”

“Too many.”

“Listen, you get some rest. And take your time with all this. And if you need anything you know who to call.”

“Yes. I do. Meow.”

“I love you. Meow.” He planted a kiss on my forehead, patted me on the back, and strolled away pushing his tiny cart and meowing down the aisle. I made my way to the checkout.

As I pulled out of the parking lot, I saw Vince getting a field sobriety test from the officers. Some in the crowd were applauding him as he touched his nose with alternating fingers and thrusted his hips back and forth at the same time. I could hear them chanting as I drove away, “Vince, Vince, Vince!”

The villas of Shadow Palms were secured behind the main gate at the end of a long, tree-lined boulevard. The property grounds were, in a word: Breathtaking. The sun beamed directly in my eyes as I rolled up to the gatehouse in my Honda Accord. Two enormous fountains towered at the right and the left of the entrance, delicately adorned with colorful tiles imported from the south of Spain. 

Surrounding the gatehouse were birds of paradise and banana palms giving the place a tropical feel. Just beyond the gatehouse, past the jasmine covered iron fence, peeked out the red tile roofs of the adobe villas. Arturo, the security guard, stepped out from the gatehouse when he recognized my car. The sound of the fountains was so overwhelming Arturo had to yell to be heard.

“¡Hola! Hola¡ Ms. Sandoval! Welcome back to Shadow Palms!

“Hello,” I said. “Thanks.”

“My condolences for the loss of your grandmother, Ms. Sandoval!”

Arturo pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and dabbed the sweat from his eyes.

“Thank you, Arturo. Please, call me, Vi.” 

“Ah, sí, sí. Lo siento. Violeta Sandoval. Habla Español?”

I shook my head. “No. Not really - no.”

Arturo, looked a bit dejected. “Not even a little? I thought you did.”

“I mean I can order drinks at the bar in Mexico. That’s about it. But if it makes you feel any better knowing - my mother’s side of the family is from Wales. I don’t speak Welsh either. So, I’m a failure on two cultural fronts.”

I smiled.

The blank look upon Arturo’s face told me, he was not impressed with my dazzling sense of humor.

His tan, cherubic face glistened in the sun.

“Anyway, it’s exciting to have a real-life celebrity living here,” said Arturo.

I winced as he yelled in my face. He meant well, I reminded myself.

“I’m not a celebrity, Arturo. I’m just a schmuck producer who makes daytime TV.”

Unable to hear me over the roar of the fountains, Arturo, put his hand to his ear. I smiled again, hoping the conversation would wrap up. I fought the urge to open my car door quickly and knock him out as Arturo continued the chitchat. “Was it a heart attack?”

“What?”

“I can’t recall was it a heart attack? Or was it a stroke that killed your grandma Emma?”

“It was a brain aneurysm.”

“Oh, that’s right! On the 9th hole. She just dropped! I remember now!”

Arturo reached through the car window to pat my shoulder. “I have something for you!”

He quickly disappeared into the guardhouse while I was still processing the mental image of my poor grandma sprawled out in the tee box of the 9th hole. When he returned seconds later, Arturo handed me a manila envelope labeled: New Resident. Attached to the envelope was a small, fluorescent pink postcard that read:

“ATTENTION: SHADOW PALMS RESIDENTS! THERE IS A PACK OF WILD DOGS ON THE LOOSE! Please use the Buddy System when walking at night. If you see this very aggressive pack of dogs- report it to security!”

“Wild dogs?” I looked up at Arturo. 

He nodded. His full cheeks gave him a youthful look, though he was well past thirty. His hair, which he wore long but slicked back, was thinning partially exposing his tan scalp glistening with sweat.

“A dachshund and some random strays...very aggressive!”

“You mean...a wiener dog?”

He nodded again and shouted at me while reaching inside the guardhouse to press the large red button that opened the traffic barrier gate. The gate rose slowly.

“The Bad Weenie Gang! That’s what we’re calling them!”

I stared blankly at Arturo. But before I could say anything a female resident, in a shiny, black golf cart, shaped like a Volkswagen Beetle zipped through the open gate. The brim of her floppy sun hat and oversized sunglasses hid most of her face. Arturo recognized the driver and waved his arms and shouted, “Bernadette! That is not safe!”

The woman kept driving. She did, however, take the time to raise her left arm out of the side of the cart and shot Arturo the middle finger. Clearly miffed, Arturo shook his head and returned his attention to me to shout some more. He leaned into my window getting much too close to my face.

“Once you’re settled, call the guardhouse with your list of acceptable visitors.”

“No need- I’m selling Emma’s house.”

“What?”

“I am selling the house.”

“Selling?”

“Yes!”

“Oh! But your mother said...”

“Oops, gotta run!” I hit the gas and made it through the barrier gate just before it came down. Within seconds, I was through the gate and deep within the glorious and gorgeous grounds of Shadow Palms. Built in 1926, the Shadow Palms Villas were once a popular Hollywood A-lister resort. The resort’s heyday had long since passed. Over the years, it had exchanged hands several times between hoteliers and real estate moguls. In the early 80s the property was turned into a retirement haven offering quaint two and three-bedroom homes for the 55 and up crowd. After my grandfather Angus passed away, Grandma Emma and her best friend, Ann Parker, decided that desert living in a retirement community was the way to go. So, they both sold their homes in Pasadena and bought villas side by side in Shadow Palms. That was decades ago. Real estate prices had since skyrocketed, and Emma’s villa was now worth a small fortune.

Casa La Paz was what Emma named her villa. The warmness of her memory and the beauty of the surrounding resort grounds improved my mood. Emma was gone but being in Shadow Palms made me feel as if she was there with me somehow. I loosened my grip on the steering wheel and focused on trying to relax now that I was inside the gate. I was careful not to miss my turn as I cruised through the lush streets of Shadow Palms.

I drove over the fresh and flawless asphalt, passing one after another of impeccably maintained villas covered in honeysuckle vines and jasmine. The lush tropical paradise was a sight to behold. It was like driving through the set of Gilligan’s Island. 

The Shadow Palms Villas were a stunning example of Mission Revival architecture and style. Along the sidewalk, residents braved the evening heat, in their straw hats and kaftans. They walked poodles and chihuahuas along the shady footpath, killing time before cocktail hour. I too, was looking forward to a drink. I was exhausted, hangry, and my lower back was killing me.

As I rounded the corner at Saguaro Circle, an old woman in a blue and white seersucker dressing gown, slippers and a large sunhat shuffled along the sidewalk. I shook my head. I had forgotten how bizarre old folks were.

Emma’s villa sat tucked away under five large date palms located almost directly across from my parents’ house. That’s right- I inherited a villa that was located directly across from where my parents live. When my parents retired, they decided they too wanted to live in Shadow Palms so they bought a villa across the street from Emma. And they all lived very happily together there for years. Now that Emma had passed away, my parents assumed I would move right in and continue the trend. Nobody even thought to ask me what I wanted to do. Nor did they care.

I tried to extinguish the inner rage that I felt for Glenda (that’s what I called my mother), who had obviously already told everyone in Shadow Palms that I was planning on moving in. I anxiously looked for signs of life at my parent’s house. There were no cars in the driveway. Glenda had left a message on my cell that morning that she and my dad had a full day of doctors’ appointments ahead of them and that they wouldn’t be home until late. 

Lucky for her because, I felt like throttling her. I imagined her chatting with her friends, the gardeners, the janitor at the club, and her doctors – telling them all my personal business. I would have to set her straight once and for all that I was only in town long enough to get Emma’s house ready to sell, then I was returning to Los Angeles where I had a career and a life. I parked the car on the street unloaded my suitcase.

Emma’s was a charming two-bedroom villa ensconced in a terracotta tiled courtyard and lush vegetation. As I entered the courtyard through the squeaky iron gate, I was greeted with the sound of water trickling in the fountain. I dragged my suitcase through the courtyard, spitting my hair out of my mouth and squinting as the wind blew violently. Emma’s patio plants were still thriving thanks to Glenda, who had been caring for the villa for the past few months. I let myself inside. 

I stopped as I entered the large living room where the terracotta tiles continued all the way through to the back patio. The villa was cool and quiet. I tossed my purse and sunglasses on the small table near the door. I unhooked my regular glasses from the neck of my tank top and planted them on my face so I could take a good look at the place. Like the patio plants, most of Emma’s indoor plants were thriving. 

Only a few near the back patio window had withered and died in their colorful pots. The faint scent of disinfectant lingered in the air.

Glenda had arranged for Marisol, Emma’s housekeeper, to give the place a good cleaning just the week before. Marisol had rolled up Emma’s beautiful carpets and stacked them against the wall near the television. The dim living room looked nothing like how it did when Emma was alive. The leather furniture was covered with white sheets and the lamps had been unplugged. Absent was the smell of fresh coffee and Emma’s famous pot roast simmering in the oven. But I guess the silence was what made it most sad. The TV wasn’t blaring, and the phone wasn’t ringing, and there was no sound of Emma’s laughter. 

I stood in the stillness of the room taking it all in. A giant gust of wind made the roof creak above. I looked up. The rustic exposed wood beams in the ceiling reached from the living room into the kitchen. The adobe walls were like vanilla ice cream, white, texturized, and gorgeous in their simplicity.

I dragged my suitcase to Emma’s bedroom at the back of the house, where a queen-sized bed filled most of the room. I dumped the bag in the middle of the floor. Emma’s bedroom was cozy and dark. I pushed open the floor to ceiling shutters that covered the French doors leading out to the patio and inspected the private hot tub area surrounded by banana palms. I’d been looking forward to sitting out there in silence since I left the studio lot earlier that afternoon.

Out on the patio, I settled into one of Emma’s rattan lounge chairs near the hot tub with a bottle of wine. I kicked off my flip flops and drank in silence watching the plants blow in the wind. I could hear Ann next door, on her patio, watering her plants. The spritzing sound of the garden hose was relaxing. But the minute I tried to relax I remembered that I hadn’t heard from Paige. She had said she’d try to call me by the end of the week. I inhaled and reminded myself that she was safe with Noah. I exhaled and thought about her out there doing good in the world. I’d done one noble and decent thing in my life: I had brought Paige Bettencourt into the world. To be honest, that was good enough for me.

It took a couple glasses of wine to unwind. I felt safe outside where I didn’t have to look at Emma’s sad, empty rooms. I forced myself to stop looking at my phone. I powered it off and chucked it on the bed in Emma’s room.

The doorbell rang.

I tiptoed to the front door with my glass in hand, slid the chain across the latch and opened the door slowly. I peeked out to see the rugged face of a fair-haired man in ripped jeans.

“Hey. I’m Ryan from Desert Pool Service.”

The man smirked and then ran his fingers through his shoulder length hair.

“Hey.” I nodded, peeking out from behind the heavy wooden door at him in his t-shirt.

“I...I saw your car out front. Your mom asked me to check on the hot tub for you. Sorry, I...uh meant to come by this morning before you arrived. I can come back if this is not a good time.”

I unlatched the chair and opened the door a little wider.

Glenda strikes again.

“Oh...I think it’s fine,” I said. 

He held up his index finger. The scruffy sexiness of his blonde five o’clock shadow made him look a bit like someone we’d hire to play “the bad guy” on our show. His brown eyes were wide, almond shaped. There was a constant crease in his left cheek which didn’t go away when he stopped smiling. He was fit, overconfident, and definitely a ladies’ man. He smiled again showing off his perfectly straight teeth. Around his shoulder was a black leather bag...a man purse-if you will. I imagined inside the bag were a pack of smokes, his ID and a lighter. He looked to be in his early forties. He still had a glimmer of hopefulness in his eyes, unlike men in their late forties who have no glimmer- just angst and heartburn. I could see chlorine stains on Ryan’s jeans in the front porch light. His plain white t-shirt covered most of his tan, taut biceps. It had been a minute since I had seen a real-life, fine-looking, working man in the flesh. The only men I’d seen lately, besides my crew, were actors - who were, in my opinion, both un-relatable and un-dateable. I was unsure of what to say. Should I ask for his business card? Would that be too obvious? I was preoccupied with my own thoughts and heard about half of what Ryan, the pool guy, was saying.

“I’d feel much better knowing the chlorine levels were good in the hot tub,” he said. “I mean, the house has been vacant a few months. I could get the cover off for you... and check things out?” He unzipped the black leather bag and pulled out what looked to be a chemical test kit. Inside I could also see a pack of cigarettes, an iPhone and what looked like a gun.

I shifted my weight. I blinked. I hesitated to speak. 

Ryan noticed the look of concern on my face.

“Oh, sorry. Don’t let the handgun freak you out,” said Ryan. “I carry it as a precaution. It can be a little dangerous working alone out here. I’m not a psychopath or anything.”

I smiled and nodded.

“I get it. You can’t be too safe,” I said, “Anyway, I wasn’t planning to use the hot tub tonight.” I lied.

“Oh, for real? I just thought after that long drive from LA, you’d be looking forward to a soak...you know...unwind a bit?”

I’d already had enough wine (and not enough food) to make bad decisions seem like they weren’t all that bad. I felt my head nod.

“Mmhmm,” I said.

He smiled showing his perfectly straight white teeth through his full lips. I imagined us, in the hot tub, beautiful moonlight shining down from above. And then promptly envisioned Glenda plowing through the garden gate, screaming my name, demanding my immediate attention like she always did when she wanted to ask me something mundane like: Did I want a pallet load of toilet paper or a frozen lasagna from Costco?

And with that thought I decided it was a bad idea to try to have a sexy interlude with the pool man. I stood there staring at Ryan sipping my wine. Then had to deliver the bad news.

“Not tonight.”

After an awkward moment of silence, Ryan spoke.

“Well, uh...I’ll stop by tomorrow then.” He stuffed the test kit back in his leather bag and zipped it up.

“Yeah, tomorrow would be better.”

“I’ll use the side gate to get my gear back there. So, I don’t disturb you.”

I pretended not to recall his name lest he thought I was really into him. I mean, I was kind of into him, but I wasn’t about to let him know that.

“Cool. I appreciate it...uh...”

“Ryan. Ryan Remington,”

“Ryan, nice to meet you. I’m sorry if I seem a bit out of it. I am wiped out tonight. I’ve got a killer backache. I’m going to take a little CBD and go to bed. Know what I mean?”

“I do. I do know what you mean. Bad back, huh?”

I nodded.

“Just a second. I’m glad you mentioned it. I’ve got a little something that might help.” Before I could utter a word, Ryan, disappeared. I stood there like an idiot wondering where he went. He quickly returned and handed me a tiny gift bag. It was a black bag with gold lettering embossed across it: Baked by Ryan.

“What’s this?”

“Well, I think it’s really going to help your back. I own a bakery. I make cannabis infused brownies, muffins, and cookies.”

“Oh, man! Are you serious? That’s so nice of you. I could cry.”

I was not exaggerating. The day had been unbelievably emotional. And the back spasms were making it even worse. I felt bad for being a bit rude to him.

“I get it,” said Ryan. “I’m sure it’s not easy coming back to the villa without Emma here.”

I nodded unable to speak. At that moment I knew I would burst into a puddle of tears if I attempted to eke out even one syllable.

Ryan continued, “Emma was a cool chick. She used to love my brownies. That’s what’s in the bag. Those were her favorite.”

I laughed as tears welled up in my eyes. “She did love a good pot brownie.”

“She was probably one of the few people around here who actually liked me,” said Ryan.

“The folks around here don’t like me too much either.”

“Why don’t they like you?”

“When I was about fourteen,” I said. “I almost burned down the clubhouse smoking cigarettes behind the dumpster.”

“Oh, shit. They keep the pool chemicals over there in the shed. You’re lucky you didn’t blow yourself up.”

“There were a lot of flames. Almost burned down the backside of the kitchen. I have not been very popular with the old folks ever since. Emma had to beg the Citizen’s Committee to let me back on the property. She was always having to save me.” I swallowed hard not knowing what else to say.

Ryan smiled. Noticing my brittle emotional state, he waved goodbye.

“I’ll see ya tomorrow.”

“Thanks for the brownies,” I said and quickly closed the door.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2: Casa La Paz
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I devoured the brownie. It was delicious and potent. I soaked in the hot tub for a while, despite Ryan’s warning. At some point, I wrapped myself in a beach towel, turned on the gas fire pit, and fell asleep on the chaise lounge. Hours later, I opened my eyes to see Emma appear from behind the palms, clear as day, wearing the Navy-blue pants suit we’d buried her in. I was a bit high, I admit, but I swear what I saw was real. Emma’s eyes were squinted as she stood near the fire pit staring at me the way she always did when she wasn’t sure if she should strangle me or scream.

I spoke first.

“I  know what you’re going to say. And I’m sorry. I  tried to tell Mom, you wanted to be buried in the periwinkle dress you wore to Paige’s graduation. But she wouldn’t listen.”
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