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      Happy to be home from Sedona and even happier to have Jason all to myself, I rinsed the wine glasses and was about to turn off the kitchen light when someone knocked on the front door. “I’ll be right there, Cowboy,” I called to him in the bedroom as I padded in my bare feet to see who was visiting this late at night. I was sure it could only be Kara, my brother’s fiancé, who’d just moved nearby. As if we hadn’t seen enough of one another this past week.

      I opened the door to see a downtrodden blonde female wearing denim shorts, a soiled white T-shirt, and sandals. The overhead porch light made a halo of the wisps of hair that had escaped being pulled away from her face. Into a ponytail, I assumed. Gaunt almost to the point of emaciation, she offered a weak smile and said, “Hello, Miranda.”

      Did I know her? I pulled the door open further and studied the face. The recognition hit me like a cannon ball to the stomach. “Heather? Heather McIntosh?”

      “Can I come in?” She held out a hand.

      My shock at seeing her after so many years turned to anger. “You want to come into my house? My house? After all you did to me? How dare you!”

      Without further thought, I slammed the door on her. Her treachery had been unforgivable.

      Jason rushed into the hall. “What’s going on? Who was that?”

      “No one you want to know. Let’s go to bed.” I tried to pass him, but he blocked my way.

      “Whoever it is, is still out there.”

      Heather tapped on the door. “Please,” her voice pleaded through the closed door.

      “Who is she? What does she want?”

      I gritted my teeth and took a deep angry breath. “Heather,” I growled.

      “Heather? The one who …?”

      “Yes. The one who.”

      “What’s she want?” He eyed the door as if Heather might barge in.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Shouldn’t you at least find out?”

      I folded my arms. “Why?”

      “Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

      “The only thing I’m curious about is how she got here. I didn’t hear a car or anything.”

      “Why don’t we open the door and at least find out why she’s here?”

      “You don’t understand what she did to me. I thought she was a good friend. I invited her to share my house.”

      “I know she betrayed you and even went so far as to try to kill you.”

      “And killed another friend instead.”

      Jason put an arm around my shoulder, turned me toward the door, and reached for the knob. Before he turned it, he said, “You didn’t see any weapons, did you?”

      Somehow, that made me chuckle. “No. She looks terrible. Weak as a kitten.”

      He pulled the door open.

      Heather had her arms wrapped around her shoulders against the chilly night air. She did look pathetic. “Come in,” I said begrudgingly.

      Her relief was palpable. She stepped into the hall, but once Jason closed the door, she leaned back against it for support. She definitely looked in need of medical attention.

      “Take her into the living room. I’ll get her a glass of water,” Jason said.

      I had no more interest in comforting her than helping a rabid dog, except maybe to put it out of its misery. Reluctantly, I pointed to the entrance to the living room.

      She took two staggering steps forward before falling into Jason’s arms. He gave me a “forgive me” look, picked her up, carried her through, and placed her on the sofa.

      “When’s the last time you ate?” he asked her.

      “I think this morning. I had a donut.”

      Oh, please. This poor waif act had gone on long enough. “What do you want, Heather?” I pretty much barked at her.

      Jason had the good sense to retreat. “I’ll just go fix up some leftovers and get her a glass of milk, okay?”

      He didn’t wait for an answer. I sat in an armchair opposite her. “I asked you a question.”

      “Miranda, I know I was horrible to you, and what I did that got Annika killed is totally unforgivable⁠—”

      “You meant to kill me,” I reminded her, then I practically hissed at her, “And you got away with it!”

      “I didn’t. Not really.” She choked on a sob. “I know I have no right to come back into your life. I’m only here to make amends.”

      “Make amends? You think you can make amends? I’ll forgive you, and you can go live happily ever after. Not gonna happen, Sweetheart.” The memories of our life together in Malibu flooded back, overwhelming me. I had considered her a best friend for a long time before I learned of her thievery and betrayal. It had hurt and still did.

      “Listen, please. I’m in a twelve-step program. I’m trying to rebuild my life.”

      “I didn’t know they had twelve-step programs for thieves and murderers.”

      “Drugs, Miranda. I couldn’t live with myself after what I’d done. I lost everything. I found myself in and out of jail for doing coke … and other stuff. I’m the only one who can help myself, and this is part of the program. It doesn’t mean you have to forgive me. Just listen.”

      Jason came in with a tray containing leftover lasagna, a small salad, and a glass of milk. He passed me a glass of red wine and had one for himself. He set everything on the coffee table and then helped her to sit up before taking a seat in the other armchair. “So, what’s going on?”

      I leaned back and folded my arms. My legs were already crossed at the ankles. “She wants to make amends, but I don’t have to forgive her. As if.”

      Heather took a tentative bite of her food, then, satisfied, dug in. Jason and I waited for her to finish before questioning her again.

      “How did you get here?” I asked. “I never heard a car pull up. Don’t tell me you rode a bicycle all the way from town?”

      “I hitchhiked from Venice Beach and walked the last half mile in.”

      “Smart.” I wasn’t about to give her an inch.

      “I’m living in a halfway house there. I can’t – I don’t want to go back there. I just came here to tell you some things and to complete my ninth step. Before I die, I need you to know that I did love you.”

      “Right before you stole nearly half a million dollars from me and killed Annika.” Though I’d been seeing a therapist for years and even more intensely following the death of my friend and the loss of my business. Heather came into the equation, and I worked with Rachel on the idea of forgiveness, but now, seeing her in my own house, I wasn’t so sure I’d ever accomplish it.

      Jason put down his empty wine glass and stood to collect the tray from Heather. “It’s getting late. Where were you planning to stay tonight?” he asked her.

      She looked up with those sad eyes. “I wasn’t.”

      He turned to me with raised eyebrows. I shook my head. He tilted his then left the room with a tray. “Did you think I would take you in?”

      “No, no, I just wanted you to know – to know that before I die.”

      “Why do you keep saying before you die? You have some disease or something?”

      “Just myself. My mind. I can’t keep living, knowing how much I destroyed when I thought taking that money would change my life. I never considered what it might do to you. You had a way of making money as if you were printing it in the next room.”

      “You know the government was after me for fraudulent claims. The fact that I had no idea I was breaking any laws didn’t seem to matter. They took the rest of everything I owned.”

      “I read about it in the papers.” The meal seemed to have brightened her a bit, but she still resembled a wet stray puppy.

      Jason reappeared with a sheet, pillow, and blanket. He looked at me apologetically. “We can’t send her away this time of night. We can drive into work tomorrow and drop her off someplace.”

      Heather watched this exchange with a hopeful sparkle in her eyes. I almost saw a flash of the old Heather, the one I used to like. “You can fix up the sofa for her. I’m going to bed.”

      “Would it be alright if I, um, took a shower?”

      “You want a clean pair of pajamas too?” I snarled.

      “If you have a spare, that would be really nice.”

      I sent Jason a killing look and stomped off to the bedroom to find the oldest, faded pj’s in the bottom of a drawer and tossed them to Jason, who took them out to her. I heard him telling her where the towels and things were. He even gave her a damned toothbrush from the cupboard.

      I couldn’t help but think half aloud, “Of all people to show up in my life, just when things were going so well.”
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      Sleeping had been next to impossible. I tossed and turned, slept briefly, had a maddening dream about Heather being back, and woke again. I couldn’t believe she was back, and based on last night, how little true progress I had made after years of counseling. When push came to shove, I wondered if you ever got over someone attempting to kill you and stealing most of your money, completely disregarding how or if you would survive.

      I asked myself under my breath, “What was the point, Miranda, of all that counseling, if you just end up hissing like a snake?” I pulled the pillow over my head.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin when Jason came in with a cup of coffee. “Don’t you knock?”

      He chuckled. “Generally, not. It hasn’t been an issue so far.”

      I stuck my tongue out at him and smiled. “Touché.” I pulled my knees up to my chest. “What do we do now?”

      He sat on the edge of the bed. “Well, I guess you need to decide what you’re going to do with her. Are you taking her to the bus station? Dropping her off by the side of the road? Calling a taxi?”

      I pouted. “Why is this suddenly my problem? I didn’t ask for her to drop by and ruin my life.”

      He looked me in the eye. “Oh, come on, Miranda. I can already tell you are in a better place than last night. I don’t think—no—I’ve never seen you like that.”

      I blushed. “Well, I was angry. If she thought she would just waltz back in here and act like Miss Goody Two Shoes, and we’d all make nice with her, she’s got another thing coming. Well, I hope the message was loud and clear. That’s not happening.” I could feel my blood pressure rising again.

      A voice came from the open doorway. “I know it’s not, Miranda.”

      I was startled, even though I knew she was lurking among us. “I wasn’t talking to you.”

      She entered my room halfway and leaned against the doorframe. She rolled her eyes. “Well, it’s not like you weren’t purposely talking loud enough for me to hear.”

      I pointed in the general direction of the kitchen. “Hey, if you don’t like it, get out.”

      She stared down at her feet for a minute or two before anyone broke the silence. “Okay, maybe I just will.” She turned and headed toward the living room.

      Jason whispered. “You’re not going to feel good about it if she goes. I know you.”

      I whined. “Can’t this be the new me? The one who doesn’t take crap from anyone?”

      He took a deep breath. “Here’s what I think you should do. Have it out with her. Scream and yell until you can’t think of anything else to say and until you’re exhausted. Don’t hold anything back. Get everything that you’ve been holding back for all these years out once and for all. And that doesn’t mean you have to be best friends after that, but I bet you won’t have all that pent-up anger and frustration that’s built up over the years, on the verge of exploding in you. That’s kind of what it felt like last night.”

      I glared at him. “So, that’s it? Then she’s off scot-free?”

      He snuggled up on the bed and kissed me. “Of course not. But, in a way, you will be.” He smiled that crooked smile that drove me crazy sometimes. “You can feel any way you want to feel about Heather, but at least you’ll be in control of that feeling. It won’t be controlling you.”

      I looked him in the eye. “Do you think people like her can ever change? Or is what you see what you get?”

      He thought for a minute. “The question is, I suppose, did you ever really know Heather?”

      I took his lead. “Do you mean was the good Heather the real Heather, or was the bad Heather the real Heather?”

      He nodded. “Exactly. I suppose you’ll never know.” He thought further. “Or I guess there’s one way to find out. You can keep her around and see what happens.”

      I almost pushed him off the bed. “Why would I want to do that?”

      He laid back with his head in his hands. “You may never get resolution otherwise. You’ll just always wonder.”

      I whispered. “Yeah, and if the bad Heather is the real Heather, you and I may both end up dead.”

      With that happy piece of news, he rolled out of my bed and headed toward the shower. “I know how much you love a happy ending, Miranda. What if this could be one?”

      I lay there for a while, thinking about what he had said. One thing was for sure. I didn’t have the negative energy to stay as angry as I was last night. I’d rather just forget she ever existed than have to live in that state of mind. I badly needed an attitude adjustment. I stood up, determined to make a change, hopefully for the better. Could I ever trust her again? That was a different question altogether.

      Heather sat on the couch, staring off at nothing as far as I could tell. She still looked as frail as she had at first glance and like she had aged ten years in the few years since I’d seen her. Drugs and hard living had taken a toll on her. I wondered if Mark could resist flirting with her now.

      She spoke in monotone, apparently to no one in particular. “I wonder what Pastor Dave would do now.”

      I stared at her blankly.

      “He got me turned around. He told me I had to talk to you before I met my maker.”

      I glared at her. “Is your whole group suicidal or what?”

      She stared straight ahead. “Lots of us are, depending on the day. What do most of us have to live for? We’ve lost our family and our friends. We’re drug addicts. We have no money and no ability to get a job. We’re living on the streets and, let’s face it, in Southern California, that’s no picnic. We’re competing with illegals for every scrap we can find; they are much savvier than we are. They’ve been doing it their whole lives.”

      “Are you safe in the halfway house?” I couldn’t help but feel for her despite my anger.

      She bit her lip. “Fact is, if I’m not back within a day or two, they’ll give my space to someone else. There’s always a waiting list. So, I’d better head back.”

      I thought for a second. “Do you want to go back?”

      She laughed with a hint of sarcasm. “Well, Miranda, it’s not like I have many options. I had to wait several months on the street to get into this place. If I get displaced, I could be back to begging on the beach again with a handwritten sign and a bikini.”

      I wanted to shove the words back in, but I didn’t. “I have a good friend. Her name is Wanda Marshall. She’s a detective with the Santa Clara Police Department.”

      She looked skeptical. “And?”

      I had no idea if I was doing or saying the right thing. “Hear me out, Heather.”

      She shut her eyes and took a couple of deep breaths. “You know I have control issues, like you do, so bear with me.”

      Even though she couldn’t see me with her eyes closed, I nodded. “Okay, we’ll take it slow. It’s just an idea, and if you don’t want to consider it, I’ll completely understand.” I smirked. “Hell, I don’t even know if I want to ask her. Anyway, Wanda is a close friend. We met right after I moved up here. My upstairs neighbor got killed, and she investigated the case as the sole female detective on the Santa Clara Police Force.”

      She frowned. “That must have been hard considering all the death that surrounded you during the two years prior.”

      I winced. “You have no idea. I wished it stopped there.”

      She looked at me like I’d gone crazy. “You mean there are more?”

      I didn’t want to go there right now. “I’m not ready to talk about it. Let’s get back to Wanda. I have a co-worker named Tea who had been in an abusive relationship. I had been working on her since I got here to get her out of it. Then, he went too far one day and bruised her from head to toe. Jason and I were having problems at the time, and I had been staying with Wanda, so we moved Tea in with us, and when I moved back with him four months later, she stayed and has been there for a couple of years.”

      She looked impressed. “Wow, that’s really nice of her.”

      I agreed. “That’s how Wanda is. She’s a black woman around my age and doesn’t immediately strike you as warm, but she grows on you.” I continued the story. “So fast forward to today. I have a group of friends who have been contemplating fostering or adopting, and Wanda has considered taking in a girl from an abusive household. And I know before you say anything that doesn’t exactly match your profile, I still want to speak with her.”

      She smiled. “Well, yeah, I’m a little older than a girl, and I’m not in an abusive relationship, but what do I have to lose? If she’s a friend of yours, I’m sure we’d get along fine. But you’re right. The bottom line is that I don’t fit what she is looking for, so she may well say ‘no.’” She added. “Besides, I’m not so sure I could live with a cop. They haven’t been my best friends over the last couple of years.”

      I suggested, “Come to work with me today. I don’t know what Wanda’s schedule is, but I’m sure she can find a moment to get together. Otherwise, you can sit in my office or the break room. It would be a lot better than hanging out here all day.” I had to admit I wasn’t sure I trusted her enough to leave her alone in our house all day, but forgiveness and trust wouldn’t come easy.
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      After being out for a week, arriving at work presented a whole different challenge now that I had my new job. When I handled entering orders and answering customer service questions, I could be caught up in a couple of days, even if they didn’t bring in a substitute to replace me. But now that I had a management job, no one could substitute for me. So, I had to find out what happened at every meeting I missed and prepare for all my meetings this week. And while it had been heaven spending the week in Sedona, the moment I returned to work, it hardly felt worth it at all.

      Anna had a stack of messages for me. As she handed them to me, I said, “Anna, this is an old friend, Heather McIntosh.” As I introduced her, I wondered if the word had filtered out at work about Heather and how things had ended between us in Malibu. I couldn’t remember telling anyone, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything with my notoriety on the internet.

      Luckily, Anna responded graciously, which I saw as a good sign because she knew everything about everyone. “Very nice meeting you, Heather. I’m surprised Miranda hasn’t mentioned you over the years.” From her questioning look, I could tell she wondered what I was doing with this homeless person, but she didn’t comment further.

      I covered up. “We lost touch, but it’s great to be back together again.”

      Anna reminded me, “Don’t forget the all-day training tomorrow on the new systems. Bob insists that everyone be there.”

      I groaned about the impending training as I led Heather toward my office. As we headed down the hallway, as usual, we saw Rick sitting at one of the middle tables of the break room, surrounded by five or six females ranging in age from eighteen to twenty-five. He waved as we went by with a questioning look about who I had with me. I felt pretty sure Rick had heard about Heather, and I really didn’t want to get into it with him. I also needed to connect with Jason because we hadn’t had time this morning to discuss plans for Heather.

      When I got to my office, Tea sat in one of the chairs in front of my desk. Her wedding was in less than two weeks. If things had gone, since I left, anything like they had before the previous week, she’d be freaking out.

      She looked startled when I walked in with Heather, who hadn’t dressed for work, still wearing denim shorts and a dirty white T-shirt, the clothes she had shown up in. I would have given her an outfit, but I had nothing that would remotely fit her. I had never seen Heather dressed up because she always worked for me and at home. We were very relaxed. She wore a bathing suit much of the time to take advantage of the hot tub on the deck.

      I felt unsure if I had ever mentioned Heather to Tea, and I’d hoped that I hadn’t because I didn’t have the time for any explanations right now. I attempted to sound as upbeat as possible and said, “Tea, this is an old friend, Heather McIntosh. She surprised me with a visit last evening, so I figured I’d show her where I worked.”

      Tea shook her hand, giving me a strange look that Heather didn’t seem to notice. “Hi, I’m Tea Presley. No relation to Elvis. Welcome.” She stood, seemingly not knowing what to do. Clearly, she had been sitting in my office for a reason.

      I asked, “Is everything okay?”

      She nodded as she eyeballed Heather. “Yeah, we have to discuss a couple of things about the wedding. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      I figured that Heather would be with me all day, so she might as well tell me now. “It’s fine, Tea, there’s nothing you can’t say in front of Heather.”

      Tears welled up in her eyes. “Remember when I said I’d have to get the deposit back from Cicily to make our changes in the caterer, flowers, and band work?”

      I nodded, “Uh-huh.”

      She nearly spit out her words. “Well, she’s still sitting on the money. She keeps coming up with excuses. I think she’s going to stiff us.” She paused before asking me, “Do you think you could call her? You have a certain way with words when it comes to stuff like this.”

      With all the catching up I had to do at work, why did I also have to act like Tea’s mother? I sighed and held out my hand. “Sure, why not. Give me her number. I’ll give her the ex-cop routine. Shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “By the way,” she added, “You’ll be thrilled to know that Wanda’s been matched up with a foster child.”

      I’d forgotten that I missed a meeting while away. That shot down my idea of foisting Heather off on Wanda. “That went quickly. Has she signed the papers yet?”

      She put her finger on her chin. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure.”

      My mind leapt to Plan B as Tea excused herself to get back to her own office and work.

      Heather sat down in the chair that Tea had vacated and said, “That’s not good news about Wanda, is it?”

      I nodded. “I don’t think so. I can still ask her, but it’s not ideal. I’m going to call someone else first.” I debated calling Margo right now but thought better of it. I needed to do it when Heather wasn’t within earshot. I’d call her later on my cell phone or send Heather on an errand of some sort. As Heather sat in front of me, I wracked my brain for something for her to do today so she wasn’t sitting around, bored, while I worked. I suddenly had a flash of brilliance. I’d been thinking about reconfiguring the space that Tea and I used to inhabit but packing up dead files and rearranging would be right up Heather’s alley. She was a great organizer when she worked for me.

      I glanced at my calendar, and I had back-to-back meetings from ten to two, so this would be the perfect opportunity. I got up from my chair and said, “Follow me. I have a project for you.”

      She smiled, “Awesome. I can’t just stare at you all day. And I’m guessing you'll let me know when you get your alternative plan about my living arrangement together.”

      Here we go again, I thought, me taking on someone else’s problems. And I didn’t even like her! “You’ll be the first to know after me.”

      She winced as we stepped out into the bright sunshine for the walk over to the customer service building. After a decent meal last night and a big breakfast this morning, she at least had a slightly better color in her cheeks. The building looked like it hadn’t been touched since Tea and I vacated it. Files lay scattered everywhere, stacks of paper on the desks, unused office equipment sitting idle on the floor, and general disarray. I explained. “This is where Tea and I used to work before I got promoted and Tea relocated. We don’t know how the space will be used, but it needs to be straightened, files need to be boxed, the desks need to be emptied, garbage needs to be bagged, and just a general organization needs to be done. You’re perfect for the job.” I hoped.

      She absorbed what I told her. “Okay, so I’ll need file boxes, garbage bags, and general storage boxes.” She walked back to the break room. “How about this area?”

      At least her brain still worked. “It needs to be completely boxed up too. We’re thinking of converting it into office space. You can take down the folding tables and chairs, stack them in the corner over there, and box up anything in the cabinets. They can be moved to another break room in the main building.” I hoped she’d have the energy to match her enthusiasm. “I have meetings from ten to two. Feel free to take lunch in the break room. We have vending machines with sandwiches, chips, and drinks. Do you need money?”

      She nodded, her eyes downcast.

      I gave her a twenty-dollar bill. “Don’t worry about it, we’ll pay you for today. Can’t have the labor department coming after us.”

      She held out her arms as if to hug me. “You don’t owe me anything, Miranda. I owe you.”

      I stepped back out of reach. I wasn’t ready for hugs. “I don’t think there’s anything you can do there. I’m doing my best to pretend it all didn’t happen.”

      She smiled. “Thanks for saying that, Miranda. It means a lot.”

      I looked at my watch, uncomfortable. It wasn’t my intention to make this easy for her. “Okay, I’ve got to get back to my office. I’ll make sure you get what you need. In the meantime, you can start straightening.”

      “Sounds good. I’ll check back with you after two.”

      I flipped a half-wave at her. “Thanks. I’ll see you then.” I headed back to my office.

      An hour remained until my first meeting, so I dialed Margo. She answered on the first ring. “Miranda, I’m so glad you called. I’m dying to find out what happened in court.”

      I felt like a horrible friend. I hadn’t called Margo, Lyanne, or Wanda about Kara and my acquittal on murder charges. Sadly, our investigative group, The WAIT (Wine as an Investigative Tool) Club, needed to meet again, if not to solve a murder case, at least to consume some wine.

      “Margo, I’m so sorry I didn’t call. I’ll tell you the outcome later, but at least you can tell I’m free. After court, the six of us took a family vacation to Sedona. We had a heavenly time.”

      She laughed. “Well, that’s all I need to know. You can tell me the details when we get together. I’m so happy to hear it. I’d love to get back to Sedona. I spent my honeymoon with husband number three there, and you’re right. We loved it too.” She sighed. “But enough about me back when I used to have a life. I’m sure you’ve called me for a reason.”

      “As a matter of fact, I have.” I hesitated, not wanting to mess this up. “Um, did I ever mention my friend Heather to you?”

      “No, only your enemy for life, Heather. The one who killed your friend by mistake, trying to kill you and steal your company from you. Then, she stole half a million dollars after she failed to kill you and steal your company. That Heather?”

      She sure knew how to hit the nail on the head. I cringed at her accurate description of my relationship with Heather. “Okay, I can see how you would describe her that way.”

      A long pause ensued before she said, “Well, how would you describe her?”

      I sucked in a deep breath and chose my words carefully as I tried to sort out my own feelings since Heather showed up on my doorstep. “Okay. Until she arrived last night, I would have described her as you did, and it is still what she did, but she’s in a twelve-step program, and she’s seeking to make amends⁠—”

      “—and you are step nine.”

      “How did you know?”

      She kind of snorted an odd sound coming from Margo. “If you knew the number of times I was the recipient of step nine.”

      “What?”

      “You know I’ve been through five husbands, right?”

      “Yes, but they all died.”

      She agreed. “They all eventually died, but they each needed forgiveness in the meantime, some of which were involved in twelve-step programs. And I’m not saying they weren’t sincere while they were in the program, but they seldom stuck long term.”

      I already had trust issues with Heather despite my attempt to get past my severe anger toward her. Unfortunately, Margo reinforced my fears while reducing my alternative places to send Heather. Since I hadn’t asked yet, I figured I might as well plunge ahead and hope for a miracle. I crossed my fingers as I spoke. “Okay, so I hear you. But I’m going to ask you a favor, and feel free to say no. Heather’s been staying in a halfway house in Venice Beach, and she hitchhiked up to my house last night. My initial reaction was identical to yours, only way more severe, when she showed up, but I’m trying to get past my anger. And you’re right, for all I know, this is all twelve-step induced, and she’ll go off the wagon, in more ways than one, once she gets back to real life. But for now, for whatever reason, I’m cutting her some slack. But God forgive me if she does one more thing on my watch; I’m done.”

      I could almost see the smile on her face. “Miranda, you’re giving her one more chance than I would. I give you credit for that.”

      Here comes the hard part. “I’d like to say I feel totally good about it, but thanks. But, for better or worse, here’s my ask. I know you had thought about fostering when we discussed it during our last girl’s weekend. And I know Heather’s not a kid. God, she’s got to be late twenties by now, but would you consider letting her stay with you while she continues her twelve-step program and figures out what she will do with the rest of her life?”

      I listened closely to the dead air and found myself praying. I was starting to wonder if she’d hung up when she finally responded. “Yes, Miranda, I’ll do it.”

      I could hardly believe it. “You will? Why?”

      Margo started slowly. “We’ve had the conversation several times about how much space I have and how lonely I feel. It’s not quite as bad here as I had in Long Beach. But it’s still a big house, and while I have staff, they disappear at night to their own quarters. That’s the worst time to be alone. That’s a poor excuse to take in a stranger, especially someone with her background. But maybe having Heather here would be good for both of us. I need to have an attitude adjustment about the girl. I’ve hated her for so long for what she did to you without even knowing her. Maybe it’s unfair. I’ve been judged by so many along the way; maybe this is my path to redemption. Or maybe you just caught me on a good day.”

      I wanted to talk more, but I looked at my watch. “Gotta run. I’m due at a meeting in a couple of minutes. I’ll give you a call when we come out. Could you buy her clothes if I text you her sizes? Anything age-appropriate would be great.”

      She laughed. “I can hardly wait. You’re giving me the daughter I never had.”

      I smiled. “It’s the least I can do.” I hoped we’d all be smiling and laughing six months from now.
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      Heather dropped in around 2:15 to report her progress. “I’ve pretty much completed everything you asked me to do. I’m still waiting for a couple of boxes. That guy, Tom, isn’t too responsive. I’ve been waiting for bigger boxes for hours.”

      “Look at you. I set you free for a few hours, and suddenly you’re acting like management.”

      Her shoulders slumped making her look like a chastised child. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take over or anything. I just really need to prove to you that I meant it when I said I wanted to make amends.”

      I studied her for a moment, wondering if I was doing the right thing. “Sit down. I’ve spoken to someone else, and I think this will work out even better than Wanda.” She lowered herself into the chair on the other side of my desk. I blurted out Margo’s bio as if I needed to sell her to Heather, which I didn’t, I had to remind myself. “Margo Prentice is a fascinating woman. I met her on the flight to Switzerland for Tara’s murder trial. She had been orphaned at a young age, pulled herself up by her bootstraps, and became Montserrat's Princess in her twenties. Unfortunately, much of the island nation got destroyed by a volcano that killed her husband, the Prince. She then emigrated to the U.S., eventually marrying other wealthy and influential men an additional four times.”

      Heather kept her head lowered, her hands folded in her lap. “Why would someone like that want to take me in?”

      “I know she sounds intimidating, but she is anything but. She is funny, she’s warm, and she’s a wonderful person. She’s got a heart as big as the Grand Canyon and I think you two will really hit it off.” I fervently hoped I was doing the right thing. Could I be setting Margo up for something horrible? I prayed not.

      Heather brightened, her face lighting up with a big smile. “Thank you so much, Miranda. I really dreaded going back to that halfway house. You have no idea what it’s like.”

      I nodded and tried to pull myself back to reality. “You’re right, and I never want to know. And I hope you’ll never have to experience that again.”

      “I promise. Never. I’m done with that life. Trust me. Where does she live? Anywhere near you?”

      I gave her a forced smile, trying to convince myself that this was the right thing to do. “She lives in a hundred-year-old, five-thousand-square-foot mansion in downtown Monterey, within view and walking distance of the beach. And you can walk almost anywhere from there: the store, the bank, restaurants, and shops. It’s really a cute town. Have you ever been there?”

      She gave it some thought. “I don’t even know. I don’t think so.”

      I reassured her, wondering if she protested too much. “Well, you will love it. It’s so different from L.A.”

      She nodded. “Good. I’ve had it with Southern California. If I never go back, it will be too soon.”

      She returned to my old office to finish her task, and I took the opportunity to drop into Jason’s office to give him the update face-to-face.

      As usual, his paperwork nearly buried him. He smiled when I came in. “So, there you are. I wondered if you’d finally make it here.”

      I grimaced. “Well, if I didn’t have so many damned meetings, I’d actually be able to get work done. But I’m not here to talk about work.”

      He cleared a spot on his desk for his elbows. “Good. I didn’t really want to.”

      I jumped in. “Well, I’m sorry we didn’t get more of a chance to talk this morning. But I’m still coming to terms with Heather’s return. I have so many mixed emotions. A part of me can’t help wanting to help her, but another part of me still hates her guts.”

      He nodded. “I get it. I don’t know if I could ever get over it.”

      I frowned. “So should I just send her back and forget she reached out?”

      He looked a touch exasperated. “I have no idea. I probably would. She tried to kill you. But for the luck of the draw, you’d be dead right now.”

      I nodded. “Funny how you were the voice of reason last night, and how you’re taking the crazy Miranda side. I can’t keep up.”

      He looked at me as if I were from another planet. “I’m supposed to put myself in your shoes. Right?”

      I shook my head. “Well, kind of. But you’re supposed to give me your honest opinion too.” I smiled. “She’s here with me, by the way, helping me clean up the old customer service suite.”

      He grimaced. “Am I going to have to search for bodies or check the bank account when she leaves?”

      I started getting impatient with the whole conversation. “Maybe.”

      He nodded. “Okay, I get that you didn’t want to leave her at the house. Just keep an eye on her. I don’t want to have to explain to Bob that we lost an unexplained half million.”

      I figured that might be the best I could do right now. “Okay. I’ll accept that. Thanks for your flexibility because she’ll be back tonight. I’ve made arrangements for her to move in with Margo for a while, but I won’t be able to take her over there until the weekend; I don’t think, unless I can fit it in one of these evenings. But with traffic, that might not work.”

      He asked, “How does Margo feel about the whole thing?”

      I answered honestly. “It took a little for her to get there, too, but we had a meeting of the minds.” I stood up. “We’ll be home at the normal time, I’m pretty sure.”

      He came around from his desk and put his arms around me. “Good luck with everything. I’ll try to be as supportive as I can.”

      I smiled. “Thanks, Cowboy. I appreciate that.”

      As I headed back to my office, I dialed Wanda’s number. She answered immediately. “Hey, Miranda, how’d your court appearance go?”

      I smiled, barely believing that I hadn’t told her yet that I had been acquitted. “Um, I got off.”

      She hesitated. “I can’t believe you didn’t call me yet.”

      I laughed. “Wanda, let’s not go there again. I’ll fill you in on the details later. But as it turned out, we went to Sedona from there, so my whole family dominated the week.” I tried to think of a politically appropriate way to bring this up. “And, oh, by the way, how did the adoption class go last week?” I knew she hadn’t told me either, so I tried to make a point in my own way.

      She hesitated. “Um, well, it went really well.”

      I spurred her on. “So?”

      She called my bluff. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll fill you in on that when you fill me in on what happened with your case.”

      I decided to drive her crazy. “Okay, see ya. Heather’s back.” I hung up.

      I headed to my office when I ended my phone call. I could feel the phone vibrating in my pocket, knowing it had to be Wanda. I wouldn’t pick it up right now. I would let her suffer for a while.

      I dug out the piece of paper with Tea’s wedding planner’s number on it and dialed. She answered on the first ring. “Wedding Planners Unlimited.”

      I did my best to sound business-like. “Cicily Blanchard, please.”

      She responded pleasantly. “This is she.”

      I decided to stay pleasant first, then shift if necessary. “Cicily, this is Miranda Marquette, Tea Presley’s maid of honor. You remember, we met a few months back.”

      Her pleasant response sounded a little more forced. “Oh, yes, Miranda, what can I do for you?”

      I continued. “Well, I hope you can clear up a misunderstanding. I hear from Tea that there have been several issues with the band, the caterer, and the flowers, which you have been unable to resolve.”

      She agreed. “Yes, there have been a few glitches, but things seem to be back on track now.”

      I smiled. “Well, things are back on track mainly because Tea and I took it upon ourselves to book a new band, find a new caterer and call a new florist, so here’s my issue. Tea tells me that you have refused to return the portion of the deposit related to those services, which to my way of thinking, is most of it.”

      She seemed to be rustling papers. “Actually, the contract states that as long as the services are booked and provided by whatever means is necessary, the deposit is due and owing and is non-refundable.”

      I couldn’t believe she would try to make that contract provision hold up. I did my best to hold my temper. “Ms. Blanchard, surely you can’t mean that whatever means is necessary includes the bride and the maid of honor doing your job and paying the vendors separately for those services.”

      She continued. “Ms. Marquette, I have rented the hall, the tables, the chairs, taken care of the church, the limo, the minister, the photographer, and a hundred other details that you will never even be privy to. If, after you pay for the services you have secured, you have documented invoices and payments, I will happily consider reimbursing you for those services, as long as I approve the quality and quantity of the same.”

      Now I felt downright angry. “Ms. Blanchard, I am going to tell you how it’s going to be. This afternoon, I will email you invoices for the services we have contracted for, and I will expect a check for the total amount of those services. I have done internet searches, and this is not the first time this has been an issue with you. You already have a two-and-a-half-star rating on Yelp, and we will add one-star ratings to that and your Facebook page. My family is having multiple weddings over the next two years, and it would be nice if we could utilize your services, but I wouldn’t be able to recommend you to anyone as we stand right now.”

      A long silence followed. “How much does that total?”

      I gave myself an imaginary high five. “$10,000. $6250 for the food. $750 for the bar. $1,000 for the band and $2,000 for the flowers.” I had inside information and knew Tea’s parents had put down a deposit of over thirty thousand dollars and probably would end up spending fifty in the end. Why they didn’t have them elope and give them a nice down payment on a house baffled me.

      She sounded defeated. “Okay, Tea will have a check by the end of the week.” She did her best to put a positive spin on it. “I do hope we can do business together in the future.”

      I smiled. “I do too, Cicily. You seem like a very nice person,” I lied. There wasn’t a snowball’s chance I would do business with this woman. We hung up.

      I nearly danced over to Tea’s office. She appeared to be buried in a spreadsheet. I waited until she finished copying and pasting formulas. She smiled. “Hey, how’s it going with Heather?” Then she looked around as if Heather might pop up any second and whispered, “Wasn’t she the one who nearly killed you and stole a bunch of money from you?”

      I kicked myself. Is there no one who didn’t know that story? “Well, yes, but she’s turning her life around.”

      She chewed on a number two pencil and then made notes on a printed sheet in front of her. “Did you call Cicily? No pressure. I know you’re busy.”

      Pleased with the success of my call, I wanted to make a dramatic announcement. “Okay, drum roll.” I tapped one out on the edge of her desk. “You should be receiving a check for ten thousand dollars by the end of the week.”

      She looked at me like it didn’t register at first. Then she jumped up and ran over and threw her arms around me. “I knew you could do it! What did you do, threaten to arrest her or something?”

      I laughed. “No, a combination of threatening bad internet ratings and holding out the possibility of more business with her in the future if she did the right thing.”

      She shook her head. “You wouldn’t actually use her, would you?”

      I smiled and whispered, “No, but she doesn’t need to know that.”
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