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      If you should ever, by happenstance, brag that you’re on your way to Mexico with your spouse and deranged mother, and a senseless neighbor warns that you could end up dead, listen to her. I personally wasn’t affected by Savanna’s death, but the neighbors sure worked hard to appear as though they were devastated.

      Days before the police were to arrive at our doors, Savanna Casanova found herself in Mexico. A land of culture and passion! Yes, passion and culture were hard at work that night, and they had a plot to kill. As told to me, the dark kahlúa cascaded from her glass, splattering like a dark omen on the pristine white carpet as she fell to the floor. The throbbing rhythm of the music in the hotel room dissolved into a ghostly haze, merging with the suffocating fog of her final moments. She most certainly tried to grasp at her throat for air. The poison would have taken effect well before she noticed the symptoms. Her fate was sealed, though she wouldn’t have suspected anything strange when her stomach felt unsettled. She would have assumed it was the Mexican water or the fact that she was tipsy. Mexico, with its intoxicating allure and hidden dangers, casts a spell that can turn even the most serene night into a deadly dance, or so I’ve heard. 

      Her mother, youthful and vibrant despite her age, had spent the evening with a local—a suave gentleman fluent in English and well-traveled. They danced with the abandon of youth, their excitement undiminished by the small after-party in their suite. When Savanna crumpled to the floor, her final moments were marred by a desperate, futile attempt to call for help. I’m almost certain she knew of her own demise, and most likely thought remorsefully of the man whom she loved. The police report would later suggest she tried to scream, but her efforts were drowned out by the party’s din. She was paralyzed, struggling for breath as revelers continued their careless celebration. Found slumped near her spilled drink, her eyes were open, staring blankly. She had been poisoned by someone she believed she could trust. The police were oblivious, but I knew the truth.

      In her final moments, I like to think that she reached out in vain for her husband Nolan, her heart sinking with the realization that his absence was as chilling as the poison that coursed through her veins. He had conveniently left the suite to get more ice moments before her collapse. The police would never discover that it was, at this time, a crucial piece of evidence overlooked. I had come to this specific information by means other than conventional ones, but I pride myself in nothing more than the intimate gossip I’ve obtained about the lives of my neighbors. As Savanna’s vision blurred and her hearing dulled, I like to think she managed a smile—perhaps it was the smile of someone who knew secrets too dark to share.

      Sadly, most of her disclosures would die with her. Between her last few gasping breaths, eyes focused dead ahead, and a smile on her face, she in all probability thought of the man she loved and of the memories that meant the most to her. Who would have thought such a romantic trip would lead to murder? The last thing she probably heard was her assassin’s footsteps approaching. She must have believed she knew not only who had done this, but why. Sadly, she was wrong.

      Meanwhile, thousands of miles away, in a quaint little house at 952 Midlothian Boulevard, the man whom she truly loved made sweet love to his wife. 

      I knew of the affair the murdered Savanna Casanova was having with the butcher who lived at 952 Midlothian Boulevard, just as I knew of the hushed jail time the local preacher’s son had had. Countless crimes neatly hidden away. I know of the lies that daughters tell their fathers, and of the lies their mothers tell as well. And I know about the sex offenders who move into the neighborhood without those around them aware of their newest neighbors’ dirty, unlawful pasts.

       Yes, tender when required, and vindictive when desired, was the only way to describe the relationships of the inhabitants on Midlothian Boulevard. Murder wasn’t beneath them, and neither was tax fraud. Cheating and lying were everyday occurrences. And while the men, women, and children who lived down the block knew of me as the charming older lady with the fluffy, curled hair, they never knew, to the full extent, in which I watched their everyday lives. On my daily walks, past immaculate lawns beneath three story homes with Julliet balconies, they would casually greet me—a smile and neighborly wave—with not the slightest inkling of who I really was, or the faintest idea that I knew exactly who they actually were… rich suburbia has its reputations of built-in home theaters, fast expensive cars, and safety deposit boxes overflowing with diamonds, prenuptial agreements, and forbidden family secrets. What the rest of the world doesn’t know is that it comes at a dangerous price…

      So, if you’re up for some fun and gossip, come join our little cul-de-sac stuffed with perfectly placed cherry blossoms and pretentious rose bushes! You can buy the vacant abode at the end of the row. And after you move in, you will be showered with nosy neighbors bringing all sorts of home-made delights to greet you to the neighborhood. All will have a fake smile, and a cheesy excuse to ‘see what you’ve done with the place’—and each time you open your front door, you’ll be greeted with:

      “Welcome to Midlothian Boulevard!”
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      Time is always too short. Whether it be the time we have with our spouses after we put the kids to bed, or the amount of time a serial killer gets behind closed bars. Time is but an illusion, which helps to define this craziness we call existence.

      “It’s time to begin. The Lady in the Black River floats,” murmured the voice on the other end of the call I received on the morning after Savanna’s death. I rolled my eyes, dismissing the melodrama with a scoff. The message was as cliché as it was ominous. “I know what I’m doing,” I snapped before hanging up.

      Time is always of the essence, yet it is always flying by. On the morning after Savanna’s body was found, it wasn’t breakfast that was on the minds of the inhabitants of Midlothian Boulevard; it was time. Sheri, much like myself, was acutely aware of time’s cruel grip, its fleeting nature gnawing at us both. As we faced the aftermath of Savanna’s tragic end, the weight of every second seemed more oppressive than ever.

      “Life is so short, you know, Tom?” Sheri muttered breathlessly, turning toward her husband. Her hands fidgeted as she poured the grinds into the coffee filter. Her shoulder-length brown hair was a tangled mess, mirroring the disarray of her thoughts. She moved through her morning routine like a marionette with tangled strings, every gesture heavy with the gravity of her despair. I had often watched their interactions inconspicuously through their large bay windows. Their morning pattern was filled with exhaustive tension and always the same, forged by many years of a struggling marriage and restless nights battling with their two young children to go to bed.

      “Where’d you put the cereal this time?” he asked, ignoring her question. Sheri continued, however.

      “And it’s not just because of what happened with Savanna, bottom shelf on the left, it’s the whole aspect of life… Where does the time truly go? Did she get the things done that she always wanted to do? Oh, and her poor husband. Can you imagine what he’s going through right now?”

      “Sheri, I’ve told you not to dwell on this,” Tom said, his voice tinged with frustration as he crumpled the newspaper. I most certainly would assume that the murder headline amplified his tension. “You don’t need to involve yourself in everyone else’s misery. Savanna’s husband will grieve in his own time. I’m not in the mood for this.”

      He flattened out the morning paper, avoiding the front-page article of murder, along with his wife’s longing stare. Tom’s anger mirrored the fiery hue of his short red hair; his temper etched into the freckled landscape of his face. As Sheri absorbed the weight of her friend’s death, Tom was entangled in his own web of secrets.

      It was true, the affair he had kept hidden could easily surface, and he most surely feared Sheri was going to get wind of it. Many fail to remember that secrets are created only to hide more secrets, and Tom the butcher, who lived at 952 Midlothian Boulevard, was running out of time to keep hidden his darkest ones. The truths Tom withheld from his wife were probably justified in his mind. But with a murder case on the rise, cops were going to be coming around every bend looking for answers. Granted, Mexico was a million miles away, but time was ticking, and alibis needed to be found. Tom wasn’t the only lost soul scrambling for a clean slate on Midlothian Boulevard—far from it. But his desperation was urgent, a feverish scramble beneath his veneer of normalcy.

      Sheri placed the cereal box on the table with a somber whisper, her words barely audible. Tom, already late, rushed out of the house soon thereafter, leaving Sheri alone with her saddened thoughts. She waited until his car couldn’t be seen from the kitchen’s bay window before picking up the phone. She was desperate to talk to one of her dearest friends about the murder in Mexico.

      “Good morning.” Nina’s voice was muffled.

      “Did I wake you? Is it too early?” Sheri whispered, noting the clock read 6:45 am.

      “I need to get up anyway.” The bedsheets could be heard ruffling as she pushed the heavy down comforter off her body, swinging her legs toward the edge of the bed.

      “Have you seen the paper this morning?” 

      Nina smiled as she stood up, her feet gracing the delicate plush bedroom carpet. Her latest article had been published, and her editor had raved it was her best work to date. Nina was climbing the journalist ladder quickly, and if she played her cards right, being a renowned national Latina columnist was a feasible achievement. She had left a text message the night before on Savanna’s phone, the only one she had told beforehand. Savanna had a habit of not always returning messages, so Nina most likely thought nothing of it. Her cheeks blushed. Sheri would be the first to hear her good news.      

      “Did you find something interesting printed in there?” Nina replied, her voice tinged with anticipated excitement.

      Nina and Savanna had a dirty habit of gossiping often. There wasn’t a topic that wasn’t up for discussion, and while sometimes heated, their friendship was electric. With a bottle of cheap wine, two overpriced crystal glasses, and an open bag of chips, the women would laugh and scream and carry on like teenagers at their first slumber party. Their get-togethers were private, usually taking place on the back veranda of Nina’s Spanish villa-style home. She never wanted to live in suburbia, but the house reminded her of family and tradition, and her listing agent was very influential. The white Spanish villa rose from the paved neighborhood road like a bleached seashell, its stucco walls chalky and sun-warmed, textured with soft ripples and shadows that danced in the afternoon light.

      The lush forest green of oak and pine trees just yards beyond the imported stone flooring of the sacred outdoor space was a stark contrast to the yellow diseased grass that filled her backyard. Nina paid for a lawn service for the front of her home; however, she had to keep up with appearances. But the back was a garden of neglect, a real reflection of Nina’s true nature. A diamond yet to be polished, she was rough, she was tough, and Savanna found comfort in this. Nina was pretentious and enjoyed the finer things in life, but she was also a realist and implicitly said and did what was on her mind.

      “It’s about Savanna,” Sheri muttered. “Something terrible happened. She passed away.” Nina’s grin fell from her face. 

      “What did you just say?”

      Sheri wouldn’t dare repeat the words.

      As the news of Savanna’s death sank in, I imagined Nina overwhelmed by the sharp sting of regret, the cruel twist of fate that denied her the chance to utter a final farewell to a dear and cherished friend. This was not the first time it had happened to her. Fourteen years ago, pregnant at the age of seventeen, Nina Garcia drove as fast as she could to the hospital. It always rains when you want to cry the most, and this night was no exception. Her mother lay dying in an unfamiliar bed, most likely replaying the last thing she had said to her daughter. What awful words they had exchanged. She surely prayed to God that her daughter would forgive her, knowing her time had come. As we all do in the end, she felt a crushing pain, a dizzy spell, her body shook, and then she died. I can picture her watching from above as her emotionally distraught impregnated teen daughter finally reached the hospital doors only minutes too late.

      Time seems to wait for no one. It continues on its path, ever going, never changing. It is the rhythm of our heartbeats and the ever-sounding alarm warning us of our very mortality. With every passing year, we all seem to look beyond the countless number of candles on top of the cake and wonder how many more flames it can truly hold. Death is important, it seems, for without it, life would be meaningless. Time is the ultimate sacrifice. 

      “Nina, are you there?” Sheri whispered into a still and silent phone.

      Nina finally released her tears. One is to assume it was not for her mother, nor for her lost friend, but for the good times and bad times, and the fact that she again would never get to say goodbye. Many don’t realize just how much a simple goodbye can mean in times of desperation. The ticking of life should be that reminder to make every second count, because it could be your last. 

      In this intricate dance of secrets and revelations, it was time for Midlothian Boulevard to confront the chaos it had long been hiding. That morning, I watched Sheri watch her husband, who was watching his own steps in case he was being ‘watched’. He was wise to do so. Sheri knew nothing of the twisted, immoral adventure her husband was about to embark on, and the same was true vice versa.

      When your eyes are eventually opened, you begin to see the things that shouldn’t be there; the things that exist in the spaces between breaths, which suspiciously slip through the cracks in the walls. Yet once aware of these truths hidden in the shadows, be careful, for they can become aware of you, too. So I sat there on my porch, patient, coffee in hand, cigarette in the other, paper by my side, waiting and watching as Tom made a beeline toward Olivia’s house, and the rest of the neighborhood awoke to the shocking news of a murder in Mexico.

      What a wondrous time indeed. 
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      Savanna, Lydia, Nina, and Sheri, a unique friend group to say the least, all lived on Midlothian Boulevard. This unlikely hodgepodge of individuals was forged together by nothing other than coincidence, homeowner association meetings, their mutual affiliation with Savanna, and time.

      Olivia Harrison was the only one in the group who did not live on Midlothian Boulevard. A woman of merely thirty-one, she had married a man twice her age. She wedded him for money, and her husband understood this. The vows of marriage were sacred to her, nonetheless. Though love finds a way, and in time, their increasing passion became evident in their outbursts of public displays of affection. The only thing that came first and foremost in Olivia’s life, before her husband, was her addiction. Pills, pot, and alcohol; all were readily available to her, and she abused each one with poise and elegance. And while the five girls’ friendship had their ups and downs, their camaraderie was stronger than it had ever been. Implicit trust, however, was not the cornerstone of that foundation. 

      “Honey, I swear to God, if you ever call me this early in the morning again,” Olivia’s voice came through the phone, laced with irritation as though each word was a bitter pill she had to swallow. Her tristate accent, thick with a hangover’s rasp and dripping with disdain, seemed to carry the weight of a thousand late-night regrets.

      Sheri forged on; she had devastating news to share. “Olivia, Savanna passed away.”

      “Oh, honey, I know. I saw it in the paper a few minutes ago. That girl sure knew how to get into trouble, didn’t she?” Olivia’s response came through, punctuated by the hiss of her cigarette burning away. She exhaled smoke deliberately into the phone’s receiver, as though trying to shroud her indifference in a cloud of nicotine. Typical Olivia: sarcastic and emotionally unavailable.

      It wasn’t Savanna’s sweetness or her all-American charm that caught Olivia’s attention. That sort of thing bored her, frankly. What did catch her was Savanna’s hidden drive—the strength she showed at the annual Chamber of Commerce charity gala the first time they met. Savanna had been trying desperately to break into the local business scene. The night had turned out more overwhelming than she’d expected. Stifled in the buzzing hall, she finally gave up and stormed out of the building into the thick, summer air, her heels clicking, breath shallow.

      That’s when she collided with Olivia.

      Olivia stood alone at the edge of the parking lot, half-shrouded in shadows, puffing on a blunt she’d smuggled to the event in her purse. She didn’t flinch when Savanna nearly barreled into her. She just looked up, eyes cool, exhaling a plume of the putrid smoke into the humid night.

      Without so much as a hello, Savanna spoke, “Can I get a hit?”

      Olivia raised a brow. “Don’t have your own?”

      “I’m stressed.”

      Olivia smiled, handing it over. The packed parking lot was filled with expensive cars and void of any onlookers. Cicadas sang in the distant trees along the edge of the property line, and faint echoes of sappy music and awkward speeches floated from the event hall. Olivia paid none of it any mind. Her gaze flicked over Savanna, slow and deliberate, like she was sizing up a piece of art.

      “You didn’t answer my question directly,” she stated. “That’s a red flag. Usually means someone’s hiding something.”

      Savanna took a long drag, the ember glowing bright. “Isn’t that what businesses do? Hide the ugly parts to sell the shiny ones? I’m a businesswoman. Or at least trying to be.”

      Olivia gave a soft laugh and took back the blunt. “That makes two of us.”

      “You here for donations?” Savanna asked. “Trying to grow your business?”

      “I have more than enough money,” Olivia replied. “What I want is to be seen in this town as something more than a bored, drunk housewife. I want to be taken seriously. I rarely ever am. Since no one wants to accept my potential, I just go through life having fun.”

      At that, Savanna’s shoulders dropped a little. Something in her posture softened. “You should invest in my business.” Her voice was quiet but stern. “I need money.”

      Olivia’s eyes sparkled at that; something unreadable and mysterious flickering behind Savanna’s desire. I would later learn that Olivia only kept people around if she saw a return. Everything in her life was a transaction. And in that moment, what she saw in Savanna wasn’t just a drowning woman with big dreams. She saw potential.

      “I’m not interested in your business,” Olivia said.

      “You don’t even know what it is…”

      “And I don’t care to know.” She reached into her purse. “But I am interested in you. Strong women should stick together.” She pulled out a business card and handed it over, her gaze never wavering. “Everyone in this town,” she added, “needs a friend.”

      Savanna would eventually drag Olivia into her small circle of friends. Sheri, to Olivia’s dismay, was part of the group and not going anywhere. Olivia’s actions toward Sheri made it clear how she felt about her. And poor Sheri, all she did was try to be a friend.

      A rage must have grown within Sheri as she held the phone tightly against her ear, relaying the news of their recently deceased friend. “I just thought you should know in case you hadn’t heard. We all need to stick together in times like these.”

      Olivia most likely heard none of it.

      She was distracted.

      She watched intently as a familiar vehicle parked along the edge of her property. Olivia’s reaction to the murder in Mexico was a study in casual disregard. Her hollow dismissiveness cut through the gravity of the news like a knife, revealing her inability—or perhaps unwillingness—to grasp the full weight of Savanna’s death.

      “Listen, hun, I’ve got to go. Looks like your husband just pulled up in front of my house.”

      “My Tom? It couldn’t be him. He just left for work,” a festering doubt, barely noticeable, lingered in her voice.

      “Forget I said anything,” Olivia responded, puckering her lips and flipping her long, delicate black hair, which flowed effortlessly down her back. As she turned to admire her reflection, her gaze lingered with self-satisfaction. She preened, her vanity momentarily eclipsing any genuine concern. The mirror, reflecting her pristine image, was a cruel contrast to the disarray of her emotional state.

      “You’re drunk again, aren’t you?” Sheri grunted. 

      “I’m soothing my pain,” Olivia whined, the clinking of glass and the pour of a drink punctuating her words. It was clearly not coffee. “Call me when you find out the details about the wake. We’ll go together. Besides, I’ve got a pair of heels that will do wonders for your calves. But I need to finish my breakfast and pop a few pills before I put on my mask for the morning. Talk to you later, sweetheart,” Olivia said as her eyes fell onto a dashing man advancing toward her front porch, her gaze decorated with a self-satisfied smirk.

      Sheri hung up and dialed her next dearest friend, her mind preoccupied with the urgency of delivering the news. Unbeknownst to her, the unsettling sight of Tom’s car parked outside Olivia’s house—an indiscretion that would soon unravel a tangled web of deceit—foreshadowed deeper betrayals. An inebriated woman, alone with a husband away on business, was a recipe for chaos. Infidelity coursed through Tom’s veins; a truth Sheri was about to confront.

      While time ticks away, it seems, escapes us all. It leaves us wondering where the good times went, and which bad times are ahead. Whether early or late, there never is enough of it, and while we can buy time and keep time, we can never own it. Like debris adrift in the ongoing current we call our everyday lives, we are at its unforgiving will.
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      Surprises can come in all shapes and sizes. Some surprises can be sweet, like the unexpected standing ovation after a kindergarten play, or a tax return of thousands of dollars we thought we weren’t going to receive. Surprises can be bad, like when you find out your teenage daughter is pregnant or when you burn the casserole dish on the night you invited your boss to dinner. Yes, life is filled with little surprises, some bad, and some good.

      Poor Mrs. Grandol, who used to live down the street at 947 Midlothian Boulevard, experienced this firsthand a few months before Savanna’s terrible demise. One fateful day, she walked through her front door only to be greeted by a throng of family and friends who had assembled to celebrate her ninety-first birthday. Cheers of joy and salutations abruptly erupted all at once from the crowd hidden behind couches and closed curtains. Ah, but even birthday surprises don’t always have fairytale endings. This was most likely the exact afterthought of Mrs. Grandol’s granddaughter as she watched her grandmother fall to the floor in shock. Mrs. Grandol died of a heart attack right there in the doorway. The grocery bag she was carrying sadly didn’t catch her fall. And in the Trader Joe’s parking lot merely an hour before, she’d spoken to the teenage bag boy about how nice it would have been to be surrounded by loved ones on her special day.

      “Now, that’s what I call a dramatic exit,” Olivia had remarked at the Grandol funeral, her voice painted with slight inebriation. Her avant-garde funeral attire, a gift from her husband, drew the spotlight as she sought to divert attention from the grim occasion. “Surrounded by loved ones… and you didn’t even need to arrange a thing. That’s convenience!” Her laughter rang out with a sharp edge, disrupting the somber crowd of black suits and black dresses. Only Savanna, with her infectious humor and sparkling green eyes, found the comment amusing; her stunted laughter muffled behind her firmly placed hands.

      Savanna had been the vibrant one—cute, with wavy dirty-blonde locks, a rounded face, and delicate lashes. In sharp contrast stood Olivia, with her chiseled features and long, straight black hair. Olivia’s demeanor, purposefully aloof and cutting, earned her a reputation as the “bitch” of their circle. Her persona was mysteriously intriguing, it prompted me to observe her more closely from a distance. It wasn’t immediately clear, but this vigilance would prove essential later, when dodging a few bullets, literally and metaphorically. But let us not get ahead of ourselves. It was still the first morning after a murder in Mexico, and that day was the day Olivia would receive a shocking surprise.

      As she gazed out her foyer window at Tom’s car, surely pondering whether to take an upper or a downer, the doorbell rang, interrupting her reverie. There he stood at the threshold, biting his lower lip as sweat trickled from his temples, his wide grin betraying his anticipation. His goatee framed his thin lips, which curled upward with an almost mischievous glee.

      “Surprise,” he whispered, his eyes wandering from her elegant neck to her curves below.

      Olivia purred seductively. “Come on in. What can I do you for, sailor?” She planted a kiss on him before leading him up the stairs. The front door, caught by a gust of wind, swung open with a bang, but neither of them paid it any mind. What a delightful surprise! Indeed, love is said to be blind, and in this case, it certainly was.
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        * * *

      

      I had my own little surprise to orchestrate that day, so I set off across the street, power walking diagonally across the dead-end cul-de-sac, following the flat but windy bend of the road. The sidewalk was white and clean, outlined impeccably by the freshly cut grass of the row of neighbors. Decorative black-iron fences, shiny bronzed mailboxes, and extravagant front porches oozing luxury and comfort were a dime a dozen, no matter which direction I gazed. My widened hips—an unwelcome gift of age—and my outdated ensemble gave me an air of unassuming naivete, the perfect disguise. I wrapped a silk scarf, the kind that young rich girls wear, around my neck and walked briskly down the street, determined to execute my plan, a plan set in motion by the death of Savanna. My fluffy, short curls remained perfectly in place, thanks to a generous application of TRESemmé hairspray.

      Sheri’s home at 952 Midlothian Boulevard was less impressive than others. Her porch held a single wooden wagon filled with shrubbery plants in desperate need of sunlight. The thick treeline behind her house happened to overflow around the sides of her property, making her lawn appear less grand. And while the stone front ambiance and three-car garage were impressive, it was apparent to those in the know that she didn’t come from money like everyone else. As I observed Sheri through her kitchen window, engrossed in a phone call, the timing seemed impeccable. I took a deep breath and knocked on her stark black painted door with a steady, rhythmic cadence, reminding myself to maintain a Pleasantville smile.

      My hearing aid buzzed in my ear. I flicked it with my finger just before her front door cracked open.

      “Good morning,” Sheri managed, her voice dripping with exhaustion. Her eyes, red and swollen, told a story of despair. Wrapped in a faded yellow robe that hung loosely over her plus-sized frame, she clutched the home phone with a trembling hand. I barely registered her reaction before barging in and talking a mile a minute.

      “I’m so sorry to hear about your loss. You must be devastated. This is exactly what I say about those Mexicans—great food, terrible behavior.” I maneuvered past her into the kitchen, beginning a meticulous search through her cabinets. My pale pink pants, secured by a thin black belt, stayed in place as I bent low to retrieve what I needed.

      “Look, that’s really sweet of you, but—what are you doing?” Sheri asked, observantly, too overwhelmed with exhaustion to stop me. Her face was flushed with sadness. She hadn’t moved from the wide-open foyer, which lacked the touch of a professional decorator. 

      “I am giving you the day off. Go get yourself a bath, cry in the privacy of your own bedroom. Then go see your girlfriends. Console in each other. Don’t you worry about a thing! I’ll have it all under control. I know how you can get sometimes. I will watch the twins while you take it easy. Nine-year-olds are simple enough to handle for me.”

      Sheri looked down to see a bowl in my hand and a frying pan already on the stove. In minutes, the house was going to smell like blueberry pancakes.

      “Why?” she asked. She was smart to question my motives. 

      “It’s what good neighbors like me do,” I lied.

      “I guess I could use the time,” she admitted, trying to show appreciation for such a wonderful gift with a forged smile. She bit at her fingernails for a moment as she watched me work. If she had known the real reason why I was there, she would have wiped that smile right off her face. 

      “Yes, and with your husband already at work by now, you are left here trapped and alone. Let me give you the day off. Go shopping with that Olivia friend of yours; it will make you feel better,” I insisted, scrunching up my nose and giving a reassuring nod. I saw a glimmer of something dark ignite within her, like a forgotten memory resurfacing at the wrong place and time. I really couldn’t have cared less about helping her, but you know how the old saying goes: you gotta do what you gotta do to propagate the agenda. 

      “Why isn’t he answering his phone…” she had mumbled to herself beside me in the kitchen as her frustration grew over what I could only assume was Tom’s deceitful disappearance.

      Forty minutes after I had arrived at Sheri’s house, and after several more unanswered calls to her husband’s butchery, Sheri found herself speeding down Midlothian Boulevard toward Olivia’s house, a three-minute drive door-to-door. She had simply called the butchery to inform her husband I was babysitting and that she would be out for the day. Ironically, she knew exactly where he was. Luckily for me, I knew exactly where he was, too, and I used the information wisely. But don’t count on me giving away too many of my secrets so easily.

      I knew she’d had doubts of his fidelity in the past, but the news of Savanna’s death was apparently taking its toll and fueling her rage. Speeding through Midlothian Boulevard, her mind most surely wandered to Savanna. I wonder if it ever dawned on her that there was still one friend in her group that morning she had neglected to call: Lydia Colewell.

      Surprises are always looming around the corner. From the generosity of a neighbor to the deceit of a husband, from the murder of a loved one to the disappointment in those we hold to higher standards; these are the days and the people in our lives. We go about our business, not minding the world, and only ever getting a chance to sit back and enjoy the breeze of people whizzing by every now and again when we are forced into doing so. Surprises are the jolts of life, which bring to our forlorn existence an unexpected push in the opposite direction. And while surprises are usually either good or bad, there is one thing they are never: boring.
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        * * *

      

      Rumor has it, that morning, Lydia Colewell awoke at exactly the moment Savanna’s life ended, a sharp jolt of fear reminding her of the connection she sensed but never understood. She claimed a fear inside awoke her as she glanced at the clock, which read 2:13 am. Whether true or not, it reminded me of my first encounter with her. On the first day we met, after exchanging names and pleasantries, she abruptly asked me:

      “I don’t mean to be so forward, but did your husband go missing?”

      “Excuse me?” I had responded, a bit taken aback as I stood on her porch with a welcome basket in my arms. Her home was 15 properties down from mine on the left at 965 Midlothian Boulevard, past Sheri’s and Nina’s homes toward the front of the neighborhood. Everyone passed by her house when coming and going, unlike my own, nestled away in the far corner of the cul-de-sac, far from prying eyes. Everyone saw me carrying the large welcome basket down the street to the house with the big movers’ truck. Everyone always watched everything.

      Louder than she should have, she spoke with gusto. “A missing person’s report, it’s what I’m getting from your energy… It’s all a bit fuzzy.” Her hands raised in the air, flailing them about, a big smile on her face. She leaned in closer to me as though she had a dark secret to tell. “Y’know, I’m a little bit psychic.”

      I forcefully handed her the cookies in the basket. Again, I wished her a warm welcome to the neighborhood, all the meanwhile planting a beaming smile from ear to ear, as every good neighbor should.

      In the suburbs, we don’t keep to ourselves. We install nice yards to draw attention, we build beautiful bay windows to watch the neighbors out of, and we present smiles to look as if all is as it should be. The educated know, though, there is no such thing as a suburban state of euphoria. Everyone has skeletons; otherwise, we wouldn't need closets to hide them in. But pay close attention, because sometimes the greatest surprise of all is not what is hiding behind the closet door itself, but by what means we used to keep the closet door locked.

      Lydia held her dreams of freedom behind that door in her closet, and she locked that door with a handful of kids in a six-bedroom house in the suburbs. Lydia, who had worked long and hard at her career, one day found a man, quit her job, and apprehensively chose to settle down. She found God, birthed five children, learned to make the best chicken pot pie you’ve ever tasted, and then, after all was said and done, seemingly regretted every decision she had made. The years of law school undoubtedly echoed in her mind, and I knew, even though I wasn’t psychic, that sometimes she thought, Wouldn’t it be fun to just pack up and leave? The free road was a tempting one, but when you have a baseball team of children running ruthlessly around a house you want to simply keep clean, there is rarely enough peace and quiet to dream of such things.

      Lydia Colewell was, for all intents and purposes, the stereotypical housewife, and she hated it—it wasn’t a secret to anyone but her husband. Thin, moderately attractive, and with a small patch of gray barely noticeable amongst her full-bodied light brown hair, she was a realist. She didn’t believe in altering her appearance to impress anyone. She, out of all the neighbors, was my favorite. She had a passion and a drive that I couldn’t find in the others. I would sit outside and work on my garden, and she would come over and talk, mostly because she wanted to escape her dreadful children. We shared, we laughed, we cried. It was an easy source of obtaining gossip about the neighbors. Yet she was of no real use to me until I could figure out how to persuade her to do my awful bidding. I always had an agenda, but don’t judge too harshly just yet. I tempted her with babysitting so that she could go back to work. She regretfully declined at first, stating that she could never leave her kids alone with someone for too long.

      “I have a nephew; he works at a respected lawyer’s office. You could stay at home and work until you have a court case, what do you say?” My persuasion was tempting. My large sun hat that early afternoon hid half of my face, though my chubby, round, rosy cheeks peeked through as I smiled.

      “Why are you trying to get me back to work?” she would ask me as she balanced one baby in her arms and groceries in the other. Her emaciated, pale look hid her natural beauty. I couldn’t tell her my reasoning, but that didn’t stop me from telling her the truth.

      “You need to get out. Honestly. Your boobs are sagging, and so is your personality. I’m worried about you. Buy a Wonderbra, relaunch your career, and give yourself a purpose to smile! Time is ticking, and your life is flying by. And if you ever need a babysitter…” I raised my eyebrows and hinted loudly, “I’m available.”

      To be honest, every mischievous thing I did was done for Savanna’s sake, while she was alive, and after her death. There was more to her story than met the eye. She was the connection between all the corruptions that lay hidden around us, and I was going to be the one to expose it all. I didn’t care who I used or how I accomplished my goal. Of course, I couldn’t tell Lydia that; I couldn’t tell anyone on Midlothian Boulevard my true intentions. But the truth about Savanna was a surprise most worthy of uncovering.

      Lydia took the job quicker than a catfish takes a baited hook. Her first case made her believe in herself again, and her husband was more than thrilled that she had a new outlook on life. I, meanwhile, got to eat free food from her refrigerator all day. Who cares that I had to watch over her five boys, Judah, Cain, Abrum, Noah, and baby Elijah; all of whose names could be found in the Bible. It was tacky, but who was I to judge? I had five young, ruthless boys under my influence, and I was going to use them to help me inconspicuously unveil Savanna’s truth to the entire world. So what if the boys got caught doing something bad? No one would believe their lies when they confessed that I had tempted them into doing misdeeds, which would lead to a most shocking unveiling of facts. Besides, it’s no surprise that kids do the craziest things… right?
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        * * *

      

      While I don’t take full responsibility for what happened on Midlothian Boulevard, my influence was surely abrasive. Twenty minutes into arriving at Sheri’s house, and just prior to her frantic drive to Olivia’s home to catch her husband in a lie, her home had filled with the wonderful smells of breakfast. Sheri didn’t notice a thing I had done in her kitchen; she was too busy frantically phoning her husband. Must have been something I had said…

      His cell phone just rang and rang in her ear. I later found out that Sheri’s husband had left his cell in his car on purpose. While he was in his meeting, full concentration and no interruptions were required.

      “Come on, Tom, where are you?” Sheri muttered to herself, repeatedly calling his cell. She had also tried to reach the butchery and even contacted his staff—they weren’t due to work for another hour. Her calls just rang and rang.

      “Hi, you’ve reached Tom Pfeifer. If you woul⁠—”

      I watched the deafening sound of constant ringing send her nerves spiraling out of control. I bet she festered over the image of her husband and Olivia together in some secret rendezvous. She had seen Olivia flirt with him from time to time at annual neighborhood events, just to make him blush. He would turn beet red and shy away, a side of him that Sheri seldom saw at home. Olivia indulged in every moment of it.

      After a quick shower, Sheri dashed through the kitchen, grabbing a pancake and rolling it up in her trembling hands as she headed for the door. Her heels shuffled against the floor as she went. Her heart probably beat just as rapidly.

      “Again, thank you so much for doing this. I really need to clear my head,” she mentioned as she grabbed her keys and headed off to the garage, shuffling past the granite top island littered with junk that needed to be put away. She kissed her two boys on the tops of their unkempt heads. They did nothing but look oddly back at her as she rushed off in jeans and her new blue button-down blouse. Her out-of-date fashion did nothing for her figure.

      “Oh, anytime, neighbor,” I responded joyfully from the kitchen sink. A handful of dirty dishes and soapy bubbles occupied my attention. She was such an easy target. “That’s what us neighbors do for one another,” I lied again.

      “I owe you one!” she screamed back as she closed the garage door. Yes, she certainly would owe me one, and I would make sure to cash in when the time came.

      Midlothian Boulevard fell victim to déjà vu as Sheri’s car sped off and made a beeline toward Olivia’s home, just as Tom’s had earlier that morning. I bet she thought about the drunken state Olivia was always in, and of the very few reasons that Tom should ever be in her company. The look in her eyes was dangerous.

      Nina Garcia, who lived across the street at 951, had eventually gotten out of bed and presumably worked herself up the courage to venture outside to retrieve the paper when she saw Sheri’s car speed out of the driveway. Beautiful suburbia, with its elegant bay windows and curious neighbors, left little room for privacy. Nina had never trusted me, which was always such a shocker, seeing as I worked hard to be beloved by most on Midlothian Boulevard. This was something I made sure of.

      Wearing fuzzy white slippers, more expensive than you or I could ever afford, she dashed out of her two-story, white-washed Spanish villa with the immaculately vibrant clay-tiled roof, careful not to catch her silk robe on the rose thorns lining the walkway from her wooden stained door. She unlatched the iron gate, leaving it swinging open, and shuffled across the empty road, pulling her robe close against her, accentuating her perfect figure. Her messy, elite ombre-dyed hair was pulled back into a clip, which even then, looked Red Carpet ready due to the number of European products she used.

      The knock on Sheri’s front door was abrasive.

      “Good morning, Nina, how are you?” I said, answering one of Nina’s best friends’ doors. She stood on Sheri’s porch staring me down, the suburban greenery and warm morning sun glowing behind her. 

      “I’ve been better. Where is Sheri, and why are you here?” she asked in a louder-than-necessary tone. She looked at me curiously. Her eyes were red and swollen, a familiar sight on the morning after a murder in Mexico. She popped her head into the house and looked about suspiciously. I had barely got three words out when she interrupted. “Do I smell blueberry pancakes and coffee?” Nina had only one weakness, and that was a well-cooked meal. A breakfast guest, what a wonderful surprise! I smiled politely and replied,

      “Would you like some?”
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        * * *

      

      There was another people-watcher in the neighborhood besides me. Her name was Millie Rosenbaum, who lived two doors down from Nina’s house. She was a dreadful old woman who had advice for everyone. Surprise! It was never welcome.

      “You really ought to quit that job of yours, Lydia; if those kids don’t have a mother, they’ll all turn into rapists and murderers, God forbid. Or worse, feygeles like I suspect Savanna’s husband is!”

      “Oh, Nina, you really shouldn’t wear those tight pants and short skirts, the whole neighborhood can see your business, and that only attracts rapists and murderers, you know, like those runt little Colewell kids, God forbid.”

      “Sheri Pfeifer, you should keep an eye on your husband. His eyes like to wander from time to time and look at floozies like that awful Nina! And God forbid you should eat a salad once in a while and put down the chocolate! For heaven’s sake, no man likes a fat girl.”

      “What’s a pretty girl like you, Olivia, using narcotics for? What, you need to relax from the good life your rich husband provides for you? God forbid I should ever report you to Lydia. She’s a lawyer, you know. She would set you straight!”

      Yes, the advice was always free, but it came with a price. It’s ironic in a way that there was but one piece of advice that everyone wanted to say to Mrs. Rosenbaum, but God forbid, no one ever seemed to have the balls to do so. Mrs. Rosenbaum was always the talk of the neighborhood. Every morning, she would walk the street up and down, cradling a limp, with her cat on a leash, waving her dreadful old finger at anyone who would listen. This morning began as all others do, but would end quite unexpectedly. 

      It had been an ordinary morning for Mrs. Rosenbaum. She woke up, kissed the photo of her late husband Marty, fixed a cup of coffee, and made a bagel with schmear. Her crippled posture and bony frame didn’t stop her from her daily routine. The newspaper article on the front page must have been a huge stroke to her ego: Suburban Wife Found Dead. The picture of Savanna was of her doubled over in laughter with her arm wrapped around her husband of six years. I pictured Mrs. Rosenbaum that morning in her sad, lonely breakfast nook, shuffling through her mind to think of the last advice she had given Savanna only hours before her plane left for a romantic trip to Mexico. 

      “Mexico? Why would you want to go there? Spicy food, hot weather, bad water, and crime?! Nah, if you go, you’ll end up dead like my Marty, God forbid. He went to Mexico once and had this terrible heartburn all his life! Go somewhere nice, like Paris!” 

      She had bestowed her passionate advice to Savanna on the sidewalk in front of the Casanova home, her wrinkled, liver-spotted finger waving in front of her. Millie had seen the suitcases being packed in the car because she watched it happen from her living room window, and as we all suspected, couldn’t help but give her two cents’ worth, if only her advice was even worth the two cents…

      Yes, it was true, Mrs. Rosenbaum had finally given some good advice, seeing as one of her heeded warnings, God forbid, had finally come true.
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        * * *

      

      When Sheri reached Olivia’s street, a single upscale neighborhood away, she had to have immediately saw her husband’s car parked on the curb. She parked behind it and stormed up to the front of Olivia’s driveway. The home’s exterior was Tudor in style and extravagantly large, clean in every sense of the word. Their corner lot gave off English countryside royalty vibes. The front door was found wide open, and knowing Sheri, she got a bad taste in the back of her throat. She had once entered a house with the door wide open, and the events that followed changed her life forever. It was the reason she worried about every little thing, to include something as trifle as an abandoned opened door. According to her therapist’s notes, which were left in an unlocked file cabinet in his less-than-guarded office that I was easily able to get my hands on, unexpected surprises were the stuff of her nightmares. How she shook the suppressed memory out of her head and walked into the house, I’ll never know.

      Olivia, though a lush if there ever was one, was also a woman of great taste, style, and civility. Every piece of furniture she owned was imported or bought from the highest of estates. Her clothes were always silk, not denim, and her face creams had golden flakes in it. Yes, Olivia lived the good life, and she enjoyed it to the fullest.

      “Oh, God yes…”

      As it was told to me, Sheri stood paralyzed in the foyer, the echoing moans of passion rising from the stairs. Such moments of raw emotion—whether driven by the thrill of the forbidden or by deep-seated rage—can push us to our limits. Passion detached from reason overwhelms us in ways that are both profound and disorienting. If you’ve ever experienced it, you understand the intense grip it can have.

      Fueled by a rush of adrenaline, Sheri charged up the winding oak staircase, her fury growing with every step. The sounds of passion grew louder, driving her onward. Bursting into the bedroom with a force that took the couple by surprise, she found Olivia in all her glory, making love in the early morning light. Sheri let out a fierce cry and swung her purse with brutal intent, hitting Olivia and sending her crashing from the bed to the floor. Olivia’s scream was quickly overshadowed by Sheri’s relentless assault on the naked man.

      “You cheater! I hate you, Tom!” Sheri’s voice was a roar of anger.

      “What are you doing?” Olivia shrieked, frantically trying to cover herself.

      “Stop it!” he cried, desperately shielding himself from Sheri’s frenzied attacks.

      “You’re a horrible, horrible person!” Sheri’s rage was uncontainable, her purse swinging with fierce determination. “I stayed with you even when you hit me, but this—this I cannot forgive! I’ll make sure you never touch anyone again!” Her voice trembled with seething fury.

      Naked and vulnerable, he quickly shielded his face and groin. Olivia’s laughter erupted, so loud it forced Sheri to pause and cover her ears. The laughter eventually faded into an oppressive silence. As Sheri’s anger subsided, she took in the lavish scene before her. The room was a showcase of luxury: a cherry-oak sleigh bed valued at $20,000, a $15,000 Persian rug, and Olivia wrapped in a $900 silk robe from a $6,000 French dresser. The art on the walls was priceless, and so too was the look of shock on Sheri’s face. Lying naked and huddled on the bed was Olivia’s older husband, whose wealth was rumored to be substantial. Olivia’s husband, whom she affectionately nicknamed Sailor, had returned a day early from his corporate office in Malaysia to surprise her.

      “I’m not Tom…” he whimpered. Olivia, still catching her breath, placed her hand on her hip as she turned to address a more pressing issue.

      “Wait, so Tom hits you?”
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        * * *

      

      Nina’s struggle to trust others stemmed from a painful memory—the night her mother had told her she couldn’t be trusted. It was the same night she learned her unborn child would never know its grandmother. That revelation solidified Nina’s distrust. She found it challenging to open up to anyone, and when she did, it was only after they had truly earned her trust.

      “Y’know, these pancakes are delicious. I’m pleasantly surprised,” Nina complimented, stuffing the fluffy purple dotted cakes into her gullet. She sat in Sheri’s kitchen, ignoring the fact that she had a teenage daughter asleep in her own home who would soon need sustenance. Sheri’s twins played quietly in the den, and all the while, I stood there staring at her unused napkin, judging.

      “I’m glad you like them. It’s a special recipe—a secret,” I replied with a warm, homemaker’s smile. I had a plan to execute, and lo and behold, Nina’s erratic behavior was about to make it all possible.

      “Did Sheri mention where she was going?” Nina asked, wiping her mouth with her silk bathrobe sleeve. Her diamond bracelet, a lavish gift from her wealthy father, glittered on her wrist.

      “No, I just saw her looking all flustered and decided to help out,” I answered, gesturing politely to the children playing behind us.

      “Well, that was unexpectedly thoughtful of you. I don’t always give you enough credit. There’s a big heart in there somewhere,” she said with an approving glance. It seemed good deeds went a long way in her book, but I wasn’t there to impress her.

      “Are you finished?” I asked, eyeing her messy plate.

      “With what? My plate or my compliments?” she replied with a teasing tone.

      “Can’t it be both?”

      Nina stiffened at my remark. It was clear she’d put significant effort into offering me a compliment, and my comment had made her immediately regret it. Nina was an expert in distrust. Whether it was the man she fled due to his volatile temper, the cleaning crew owner who insisted his staff hadn’t stolen her diamond necklace, or the neighbor who swore he’d returned the ladder, trust was a rare commodity in her world. Most of the men she encountered proved unreliable, but a select few women managed to top the charts of her mistrust, with Francesca, her intolerable stepmother, leading the pack. Sadly, I was relegated to second place on that list.

      “Oooh, that bitch is driving me insane! If it weren’t for Daddy, I’d strangle her with one of her own fur coats,” Nina vented one day as she balanced her cell phone on her shoulder while fumbling to open her car door. “And now they’re coming tonight to stay for a few days. I have to go buy food or something,” she continued, clearly frustrated.

      You might wonder how I came by these juicy details. Perhaps Nina was right not to trust me after all. Eavesdropping and gossip have become second nature to me, a habit instilled by necessity. I didn’t have time for idle chatter—I needed her to leave. I walked over to the window, pretended to wipe down the counter, saw my opportunity, and ran with it. 

      “Oh dear!” I exclaimed with exaggerated distress. “It’s old Mrs. Rosenbaum!”

      Nina jumped up to join me at the window, her face a mask of disdain.

      “That crazy old lady walks her damn cat every morning right on the dot to critique the neighborhood. And now she thinks we need help? If I had a nickel for every time she’s told me what to do…” Her voice dripped with scorn as she peered out, searching for her nemesis. “Did you know she even writes me notes and leaves them where I’ll find them? If she stumbles upon something she doesn’t like, there’s always a note waiting. What a crazy old broad!”

      Nina fumed.

      “It looks like you’re about to receive another one,” I said, pointing at the window, my smirk hidden behind a well-practiced façade of concern.

      “She’s relentless!”

      I watched with both amusement and anticipation as Nina, still in her robe and slippers, bolted out of Sheri’s front door. She raced across the street, trying to beat Mrs. Rosenbaum to her own home. Unfortunately, she was too late. The old woman was already standing by Nina’s open garage, peering inside with an air of judgment. I envisioned the kind of ‘advice’ Nina was about to get on “preserving suburbia by always closing the garage” when the confrontation happened.

      Nina flinched, erupting with unfiltered passion. “If you have a problem, join the Homeowners Association and bother them! Leave me out of your drama!” The whole neighborhood heard her furious outburst.

      Pancakes and a show, what a lovely surprise!

      I watched as Mrs. Rosenbaum, clutching her chest, collapsed onto the grass. She dropped the leash she was holding, and Skypers, her cat, darted into the neatly trimmed hedges. What many didn’t know was that Millie Rosenbaum was a former Broadway actress with a knack for drama. Her ability to evoke emotions, whether laughter or tears, was remarkable. At that moment, she had me smiling. As she lay on the grass, working her charm, Nina’s guilt was unmistakable. The neighborhood was blissfully unaware of how deeply Millie reveled in her Jewish guilt.

      Nina, apologizing, carefully lifted her off the ground. Skypers was gone, but he often escaped, and I knew Millie trusted he would soon return home. Nina invited her into her house as a peace offering to the outrage she had had in front of passing cars and neighbors taking their morning jog. Given Nina’s culinary skills, which were as dubious as her mothering, the tea was likely less than stellar. And I assumed Millie began having a field day advising Nina on how to redecorate her house, all the while pretending to recover. 

      Deep down, Millie must have felt her life lacked purpose. Perhaps that’s why she made her neighborhood rounds, dispensing advice on every corner. Her counsel was often less than useful. Nina, however, turned out to be great at advice, and Millie planned on following it to the letter. The Homeowners Association gladly accepted her under their wing in the months that followed. Millie knew that several things around the neighborhood were not up to code, especially on Nina’s property. This would become her new calling, and it probably gave her a new sense of life to know that she could and would be needed again.

      After her husband and children had left her, she had no one to take care of, but soon, she would have more on her hands than she knew what to do with. Never say what you mean unless you mean to say it, and never say anything that you could later regret. Outbursts are fine between mother and child, but when two grown adults play, the game can get rough and very dangerous. This was the only advice that everyone wanted to tell Millie Rosenbaum: her advice hurt more than it helped.

      Secrets that build up over time have a way of springing loose when they are least wanted. Just like the battered wife who never plans on telling a soul about the abuse, the lonely old woman who searches to find someone to care for, or the young, untrusting mother who yearns for acceptance but is afraid to trust because it always ends in heartbreak, we are all constantly searching for companionship at arm’s length. Even our dear dead Savanna was searching for connections and for someone to trust. But her ghost would soon emerge to haunt the people most connected to her. To those who eagerly let her in, they themselves became part of a game they didn't know they were playing; exposed and connected to an underground network of deceit and lies. It is true that we are all scared of letting people inside, and the reason should be no big surprise. Once we let people in, for better or for worse, they tend to stay for a while.
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