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			Prologue

			Eight years earlier

			Arthur Forrester squared his shoulders, took a deep breath, and opened the door of sparkling glass in front of him. He did his best to ignore the black-silk wreath that hung in the center of the door. He exhaled and wished that he had not. The overpowering smell of incense gagged him. He hated the somber music that was playing in the back-ground. He hated the place. Hated all funeral homes.

			He dreaded going into the viewing room to see the de-ceased decked out in whatever fashion was current to some-one in the entertainment business.

			Twice he had met the man laid out in the coffin, also known as the deceased, aka David Duffy. The first time he had met him, they shook hands, sized one another up, and moved on. The second time Forrester had met him, Duffy was with his star client, Garland Lee, and Forrester had taken an active dislike to the man. The truth was, he was jealous and resentful of David Duffy and his close professional and personal relationship with the woman whose phenomenally successful career he managed. He hated the way she deferred to Duffy, hated how she constantly sang his praises, hated that they were personal friends, with all that entailed. But most of all, he hated the fact that Duffy made millions of dollars by representing America’s beloved song-bird, while all Arthur Forrester got were billable hours, along with the misery he suffered from having to listen to Garland go on and on about how wonderful Duffy was to her and her family.

			Arthur Forrester looked around. For some reason, he’d expected to see a gaggle of people crying and wailing. All he saw was the man’s widow, dressed in the dark clothing widows wore, sitting with her two sons. Their expressions were set, their eyes dry. All three had rosary beads in their hands. Across the aisle was Garland Lee, who was crying and sniffling into a wad of tissues. Her adult children were next to her. They all looked distressed, but holding up. David Duffy had been the godfather to all of Garland’s children.

			He looked around to see who else was in attendance, but all he saw were people who looked like professional mourners—people the funeral parlor hired to sit and look like relatives, so the deceased would have a proper send-off. He thought the whole thing was barbaric. He hated funerals with a passion.

			No way was he walking up to that bronze casket to stare down at a man he barely knew and heartily disliked. No way in hell. He sat down next to Garland and tapped her arm. She looked at him in a daze—seeing him, but not seeing him. For some reason, he had expected Garland to throw herself at him for comfort, but she did not do that. What she did was get up and walk up to the bronze box and reach out to touch her business manager’s hands, which held a rosary. A strangled sound escaped her lips. He risked a glance at Duffy’s wife, who was staring off into space.

			Forrester squirmed in his seat. He itched for some reason. He looked around at the sea of flower arrangements. He knew without a doubt they were all from Garland. The scent was overpowering. He had to force himself not to gag. Three days of this, with two viewings each day. Garland would stay the whole time until they kicked her out. That’s just how she was. He had been Garland’s lawyer for forty years, and he’d often wondered from time to time if she was secretly in love with David Duffy. To this day, he didn’t know if she was or not. The fact that Duffy’s family members were sitting by themselves, and Garland was sit-ting on the other side with her children, just seemed to confirm his notion that something was off.

			Forrester’s thoughts raced. Maybe he could step in and take over from David. Garland’s upcoming tour would have to be canceled. Knowing Garland as well as he did, he knew she would go into a deep funk and be unable to perform. Never mind that millions of dollars were at stake. She wouldn’t care. Who better than he to take over the reins? After all, he was a lawyer, Garland’s lawyer. Duffy’s 20 percent commission would automatically become his, plus his billable hours. He might have to give up the billable hours in favor of the 20 percent commission. Or maybe he could actually wear two hats and do both. How hard could that be? He could actually see Garland embracing the idea.

			Forrester snapped to attention when the mortician, clad in a black suit and smelling of Aqua Velva, approached the new widow and her family. He leaned over and spoke softly. He watched as the family got up and left. Now the black suit was heading toward Garland. He spoke to her, but from where Forrester was sitting, it looked like she was ignoring him. The black suit then motioned to Garland’s children. Come and get your mother. The children got up and led Garland from the room, her feet dragging every step of the way.

			Outside, in the cool evening air, Forrester put his arm around Garland’s shoulders. It was time to make nice, time to step into David Duffy’s shoes. He could do it. Not only could he do it, he would do it.

			“Garland, look at me,” Forrester said, cupping the singer’s face in his two hands. “I’m going to follow you home be-cause I need to get all the files and records you have that David worked on. I know this is not the time and the place, and I know your heart is breaking, but it has to be done. I will take care of it all and leave you and your family to grieve. Trust me, I’m your lawyer. We’ve been together longer than you’ve been with David. You know I’ll do right by you. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

			Garland’s head bobbed up and down.

			Forrester decided it wouldn’t hurt him at that moment to sweeten up his words. “I’m truly sorry for your loss, Garland. I know how much you loved and relied on David. He left some very big shoes to fill. I promise to do my best and not upset you in the process.”

			“All right, Arthur,” Garland said wearily.

			An hour later, Arthur Forrester carried the last of David Duffy’s records and files, or, more accurately, Garland’s copies of David’s work, out to the trunk of his late-model Mercedes. He had a release in his possession that Garland had signed in front of two witnesses, her housekeeper and her gardener.

			Arthur Forrester was now the business manager of one of America’s most famous singers, Garland Lee. He had just secured his future with the millions he would pocket over the coming years. And, best of all, he could now tell the sanctimonious bastards at the Ballard law firm to go to hell. Or not. Billable hours would only add to his coffers.

			Talk about moving to Easy Street, which would be his new address from this day forward.

			Arthur drove away from Garland’s home, his spirits as high as they’d ever been in his entire life. As he drove away, he mentally rehearsed the press release he would send out to the entertainment media over the next few days. Deco-rum dictated that he wait at least until David Duffy was firmly planted six feet under.

			Arthur drove to his home on what he now kept thinking of as Easy Street, feeling better than he’d ever felt in his whole life.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Yoko Wong put her hands up to shield her eyes from the bright sun as she watched Kathryn Lucas expertly back up the huge eighteen-wheeler full of spring flowers and seedlings for the Wong Nursery. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed a luxurious silver Mercedes inching its way into the customer parking lot. The only person she knew who drove a car like that was Garland Lee. Her heart kicked up a beat, knowing that Garland would buy every single flower and seedling the moment Kathryn unloaded the truck. Garland loved flowers.

			With one eye on Kathryn and the other one on Garland, Yoko realized it had been months since she’d seen her friend. Garland was Beyoncé, Rihanna, Tina Turner, and Madonna all rolled into what the public knew as Garland Lee.

			Yoko grinned when she saw her friend step out of her fancy car and wave both arms. Garland looked like a bag lady, dressed in baggy coveralls, black lace-up–to–the –ankle Converse sneakers, and a tattered T-shirt that at one time said MUSIC IS MY LIFE. Most of the letters were worn off, and the shirt was three sizes too big for the songbird. Her long, luxurious, strawberry-blond hair, one of Garland’s trademarks, was held in place by a bright red bandanna.

			“I’ll take it all!” Garland shouted. “How are you, sweetie?” she said, gathering Yoko in a tight bear hug. Up close, Yoko admired the other woman’s ageless beauty. Garland’s explanation for her looks was that she came from hearty peasant stock. She pooh-poohed those who said she had plastic surgery, telling them that if they could find the surgeon, she would pay them a cool one million dollars. She did, however, admit to dyeing her hair, wearing con-tact lenses, and having had her teeth capped. She always ended her explanation by saying, “I’m no different than half the women in America.” And that was the end of that.

			Yoko threw her hands in the air. “Hanging in there, Garland. How about you? I’ve missed you. Were you on tour? It’s been months. I missed our occasional lunches. Uh-oh, something’s wrong. I know that look. What? Wait, wait. I have to sign off on this load and pay for it. You sure you want all of it? Because if you do, I have to place my order to replace this delivery.”

			“I’m sure. Go along, take care of business. I have all day. We can talk when you’re finished.”

			Garland Lee was a very beautiful woman, with a warm smile and sparkling green eyes. Her smile was welcoming and sincere. If Garland welcomed you into her very small inner circle, you had a friend for life. She walked along now, up and down the different aisles where flats and pots of colorful spring flowers filled the nursery. She wondered if what she was seeing would be enough to replace all the damage done from the fire at her estate. She winced when she remembered how the firefighters had trampled her flower beds, how the construction workers had uprooted her beautiful shrubs and flowering trees. It had been necessary, she knew that, but still, she wished it hadn’t happened. She loved her mini estate, the beautiful gardens she had designed herself because she so loved flowers. What she missed the most were her treasured lilac bushes. When they were in full bloom, she filled the house with lilacs. She looked around but did not see any. Well, Yoko was a magician when it came to plants and flowers. If anyone could find lilac bushes, it was Yoko Wong. The thought left her feeling better.

			Garland’s ears picked up the sound of the eighteen-wheeler’s powerful engine. She turned around to walk back to the entrance. She smiled at the sound of the air horn and an arm waving out the driver’s-side window. Yoko waved back.

			Garland laughed. “If I had known this delivery was scheduled for this morning, I could have had you divert the driver to my house. Oh, well, everything happens for a reason. When do you think your people can deliver all of this?” she said, waving her arms about.

			“When my afternoon help arrives.”

			“I didn’t see any lilac bushes,” Garland said fretfully. “That’s because there aren’t any. The lilacs, the red tips, and the magnolias are scheduled for delivery next Wednesday. I guess you want all the lilacs, right?”

			“Yes, all of them. I don’t care how many you have. But I don’t want little bitty shrubs. I want them full grown. At my age, I don’t have time to watch them grow like the original batch. Yoko, I cried, do you believe that? All my beautiful plants, the hemlocks in the back, my gorgeous lilacs trampled like roadside scrub. The house . . . I was able to deal with that. It was the garden, my sanctuary, that I hated to lose. But life goes on, so now I’m in a place where I am fortunate enough to be able to replace every-thing.”

			Yoko nodded. “Let’s go in the office and have a cup of tea so you can bring me up to date on what’s been going on in your life.”

			“Fine, fine. I can use a cup of tea, but I want to be sure your crew will do the entire yard. It has to be graded, fertilized, then planted. I’m not trying to tell you how to run your business, but I just want to be sure we’re on the same page. By my best guess, this is a hundred-thousand-dollar job. Possibly more. I can pay you a deposit now. The insurance company settled with me last week.”

			“Don’t worry, Garland. My people know what to do. When they’re finished, you’ll never know you had a fire. Are you satisfied with the house?”

			“I am. It’s amazing how one faulty wire could cause all that damage. But that’s behind me now. This is a new page in my book of life. How are things with you? Oh, you have those sticky rice cakes that I love so much. Talk to me, Yoko.”

			“My life is routine. Harry does his thing, and Lily is happy as a lark and loves her new school. I work here every day. I saved you the biggest, the prettiest Christmas tree, and you never came for it. I think I knew something was wrong at that point. I had heard about your fire. One of the tabloids said you were living in your guesthouse, and another one said you were in Europe. I didn’t know what to think.”

			Garland untied the colorful bandanna on her head, bundled up her hair, and tied the bandanna back in place. “It’s complicated, Yoko. I’ve been in California. That’s where my backup sound studio is. I did a lot of crying, but I’m over that now. I think I’m going to retire.”

			“No! You aren’t serious, or are you?” Yoko was so shocked, she was virtually speechless.

			“I’m thinking about it. Like I said, it’s complicated. Part of it is that crazy lawsuit.”

			Once again, Yoko was speechless. “That’s still going on! Good Lord, that’s . . . that’s three years!”

			“Two years and ten months, to be precise. That low-life, bottom-feeding scumbag is not giving up. I’m gearing up to go to trial because I won’t settle with him. By the time it gets to court, it will be well over three years. I’ve had to spend millions to defend myself. The scumbag does most of his own legal work, and he has his creepy lawyer sign off on it, so his legal bills are nowhere near what mine are. The case is starting to heat up again after months of nothing. Every day, I pray that the bastard will drop off the face of the earth or just disappear into thin air. I keep rooting for a UFO to appear and whisk him away to some deep-space asteroid, preferably in another galaxy, to live out the rest of his life in abject misery. I know that’s an impossible dream, but I still pray for it. There are no words to tell you how much I loathe that man.”

			Yoko poured the tea into pretty little cups and set the rice cakes on a matching plate. She smiled. “I think I have a pretty good idea.”

			“The thing is, Yoko, if my son hadn’t taken over my affairs, I still wouldn’t know what he had been doing. Twenty years! For twenty years, I believed him. I thought he was my friend. I trusted him, and he betrayed me. He helped himself to twenty-five million dollars of my money! Not just my money, but the money meant for my charity!” To Yoko’s dismay, Garland was screeching now.

			“What are your lawyers telling you?”

			“They tell me what they think I want to hear as they run to the bank with all that billable-hours money. Let’s not even go there. Things were fine when he was simply my lawyer from way back, when I got my first contract. David Duffy, who became my business manager, had a handle on things and was as honest as the day is long. When he died eight years ago, I was lost, and when Arthur Forrester stepped in and said he could take it all over, I was grateful! Can you believe that? I was actually grateful to the man who proceeded to rob me blind. I must have been out of my mind. But I did ask my son if he’d take over, and he said he didn’t think he was capable and really didn’t have the time since he was going for his doctorate. I asked my daughter, but Misty was just starting out in her career and was on the road constantly. There was no way the twins could have done it. I had no other choice, or that’s how I saw it at the time, other than to go with Arthur.”

			Yoko’s head buzzed. “How did he do it? Rip you off for so much money and you not know it?”

			“He did it in small amounts so I wouldn’t notice. A little bit off every contract, every record, every dollar in endorsement money. That’s how. But worst of all, he took most of it from my charity.”

			Yoko knew that Garland had created early in her career a charitable foundation that provided scholarships, school supplies, and other opportunities for underprivileged kids. Many times over the years, she had said that she believed in sharing her success with others, and devoted a lot of her precious free time to fund-raising and appearing at events for her foundation. Yoko could tell that most of Garland’s outrage sprang from the fact that the money specifically set aside to help others had been misused for individual gain.

			“Andy was in a car accident several years ago and had to have extensive rehab,” Garland continued, “so he had time on his hands and tried to help me out. He’s the one who found out what Forrester was doing.”

			“I don’t really understand, Garland. How could you not have noticed that amount of money going missing? Were you asleep at the switch?”

			“No. But I might as well have been. Duffy was so honest, I never thought. . . . It just never occurred to me that Arthur would . . . would cheat me like that. As you know, I’m bipolar. I’m sure, to a certain extent, that plays into it. In my own defense, I had every right to expect that he would act like an honest lawyer. Lawyers are supposed to be like doctors. You’re supposed to be able to trust them. The bottom line is, he betrayed me for his own personal gain. When I fired him, he said that I ruined his life and the lives of his family. Then the bastard sued me, and I had no recourse but to sue him back. And here we are.”

			Yoko sighed as she sipped at her tea. “That is such an outrageous sum of money. I don’t deal in those kinds of numbers. What is he suing you for specifically? What does, or did, he do with all his money? Do you know?”

			“I don’t know this for sure, but one time he told me he plays the stock market and is not a very savvy investor. Twice, he claimed, he lost really big. But he’s such a liar, I have no idea if that was true or not. Or why he would admit such a thing to me. I almost tend to think it was true because at one point I had to cosign a loan for him to buy some kind of horse ranch in Montana. Stupid as I was, I didn’t even question the why of it. I just did it because I trusted him.

			“I don’t want to talk about this anymore, Yoko. It’s too depressing, and it’s too nice a day to be depressed. I’m going to take a walk around the Tidal Basin because the cherry trees are blooming.”

			Yoko nodded. “Do you want to take the rest of these rice cakes with you?”

			“Such a silly question,” Garland said, hugging Yoko.

			“Ah . . . Garland, I don’t want to seem like I’m inserting myself into your personal business, but I know some . . . um . . . people who could possibly help you. If I could arrange a meeting, would you be interested?”

			Garland took a step back and stared at Yoko. “Are we talking about what you do in your other life?”

			Yoko laughed out loud. “I can neither confirm nor deny. And you know I have this other life . . . how?”

			“Because I’m a good listener, and I’ve heard things over the years. I know how to add two and two. But, to answer your question, yes, I am up to anything to speed things up. You have my number and know where I live. Just let me know.”

			Yoko smiled as she watched Garland fish around in her bag for her checkbook. She pulled it out, scribbled on a check, and handed it over with a flourish. “I don’t need a receipt. Just these rice cakes. Nice seeing you again, Yoko, and I’m sorry about that Christmas tree. What did you do with it?”

			“I put it in the middle of the nursery, decorated it, and lit it up with two thousand LED lights. I kept it up till the end of January.”

			Garland laughed out loud all the way to her car.

			Yoko waited till Garland’s car was out of sight. Then she went back inside to her office and sent off texts to all the sisters. With Kathryn in the area, they’d have a full house. Things just worked out perfectly sometimes.

			We need to meet ASAP for possible new mission. My friend is in serious trouble.

			It was nine o’clock when the last car, driven by Isabelle, whizzed through the gates at Pinewood.

			It was a dark night, and the air was damp. It would rain before long. Isabelle stepped out of the car, looked around at the other cars, and soon realized that she was the last person to arrive. She shrugged. She could not be held accountable for the traffic, even at this hour of the night.

			She was greeted inside by comments and laughter. Every-one knew that Isabelle was always punctual to a fault. “Damn traffic” was her response.

			“Well, we’re just glad that you arrived safe and sound, dear,” Myra said as she led the parade out of the room to the secret staircase that led to the underground tunnels, where Charles and Fergus waited in the war room. She could feel the charged electricity running through the sisters and herself as well. It was always this way when they were about to embark on a new mission.

			At the top of the steps, Myra stepped aside and looked over at Lady and her pups. “You know what to do. Guard.”

			Lady looked up at her mistress and let loose with a soft woof before she herded her brood to the kitchen to guard the door that had three special locks on it. None of the locks were more efficient than Lady and her pups.

			Down in the war room, Charles was calling the meeting to order, saying, “The hour is late, but no one is complaining. I suggest we give Yoko the floor and hear what she has to say.” His suggestion was met with nods of approval.

			Yoko leaned forward. She looked at Kathryn and smiled. “This all happened after you made your delivery.” To the others, she said, “Kathryn had just delivered a load of spring flowers when Garland Lee pulled into the parking lot. We all know who Garland Lee is, known as ‘America’s beloved songbird.’ She bought the entire delivery, by the way. A while back, she had a fire at her mini estate, and the work crews ruined her property. You know, construction, all that earthmoving equipment. We’re friendly, she and I. I don’t exactly know how that happened, but we go back almost to the time I opened the nursery. She’s my best customer and a wonderful person. She wasn’t afraid to ask for advice, and she always followed the advice. I know you all have seen pictures of her estate. It’s literally covered in flowers and flowering shrubs and trees.

			“We would talk from time to time. She never, not once, used her celebrity with me. She was just a customer. Over time, she talked about her kids, like everyone does. She also talked about her other kids, the ones she helps via her charitable foundation. She would talk about how she hated the tours and being away from home. For years now, she has talked about retiring. She’s older than she looks.”

			“Why hasn’t she retired?” Nikki asked, a frown building on her beautiful face.

			“Ah, you see, that’s where the problem is. She told me about most of this earlier today, and then I did some re-search online. She has this lawyer who has handled her legal affairs for over twenty years. Let me stress the words legal affairs. Eight years ago, her agent and business manager, whose name was David Duffy, died. She was so devastated at his passing, she took off a whole year, canceled tours, etc. During that year is when I got to really know her. She came out to the nursery almost every day to walk through the greenhouses, and she attended every class I held for new gardeners. I even got her hooked on my apple tea.

			“During that year, her attorney, a man named Arthur Forrester, hounded her relentlessly. He appointed himself her agent, saying she needed to be represented, and the canceled tours and such had to be dealt with. Not wanting to deal with all the threatened lawsuits, she agreed. And, remember, she was still grieving for Mr. Duffy. She always called him Duffy. He was her best friend, her children’s godfather. By the way, she has four children. She dotes on them all. She said Forrester would show up with piles and piles of papers and say, ‘Sign this, sign that,’ and she did. She admits she never asked questions because she trusted him, and he had been her lawyer for over twenty years at that point in time.”

			Charles interjected a question. “So he took over as her agent, but then what happened?”

			“He slowly started to embezzle money, in small sums so to go unnoticed, from all aspects of Garland’s earnings. But the majority of it came from the charity that she runs.”

			“How is that possible?” Alexis demanded.

			“I do not know,” Yoko said. “If Garland said he did it and got away with it, then believe it. Moving along here . . . about three years ago, she was scheduled to go on a world-wide tour. She said the money was unbelievable, but she didn’t want to do it, told Forrester she was going to retire and write her memoirs, but she would do a mini tour, a kind of farewell thing. They argued and fought openly, and she said she saw a side of him she had never seen before. That, according to Garland, was when she finally woke up and smelled the roses.”

			“What kind of money are you talking about, Yoko?” “It was fifty-five million dollars for the tour. That’s net for her after expenses. Forrester takes his percentage off the gross. If you’re asking how much he double-dipped her for, she said it was an astronomical amount. She said her lawyers know to the penny, but she’s not sure.”

			“Well, damn, I need to work for his law firm,” Nikki said. Alexis agreed.

			“And his firm knew nothing about any of this?” Kathryn said in disbelief.

			“I can only tell you what Garland told me. Two years and ten months ago, when she canceled the world tour, Forrester drafted some kind of letter and told her it was to keep the offer of the mini tour on the table. Also, unbeknownst to her, he was out there trying to get a book deal for her memoirs, a deal that she knew nothing about until the lawsuit was filed. It seems he was going on vacation or something at that time. She wouldn’t sign it, and it got a little heated. He told her, over and over, that it was not binding and was just to keep things in play. He then told her that if she wouldn’t sign it, to have one of her kids sign it through the corporation she owns. She did do that.

			“Then, the more she thought about it, the more she didn’t even want to do the mini tour. She asked her son, who was in rehab because of a serious car accident, to handle it for her. He had to have both of his knees replaced and had time on his hands. He agreed, and he was the one who dis-covered all that had gone on. He called in a forensic accounting firm, and they verified it.

			“Garland fired Forrester on the spot, once her son told her what was going on. A lot went down, and Forrester ended up suing her. She countersued him. The rest has to come from her. I forgot to mention that Forrester had re-tired from the firm a few weeks before Garland fired him. She said it got really ugly. He called her, screaming and yelling, saying that she had ruined him and his family. I would assume his plan was to retire, play golf, and live off Garland’s money. It got so bad, she had to change her phone number. So what do you all think?”

			“What I think is that this guy gives all us decent lawyers a bad name. I met the man once at a dinner somewhere. But while I remember the name, I would be hard-pressed to pick him out of a crowd. What’s the name of his firm?” Nikki asked.

			Yoko shrugged. “If she told me, I don’t remember. She did say Arthur said he hated the people he worked with.”

			“It’s easy enough to Google him and get his profile. Is he a local?”

			“No, no. He works in Washington, D.C. Garland used to live there as well. Actually, she was born and raised there and lived in the house she was born in. She still owns the house, but a cousin lives in it, rent-free, and maintains the property.”

			Yoko looked around at the others. She threw her hands in the air instead of asking if they were in or out. Under-standing her sign language, the girls all shouted at the same time, “Count me in!”

			Charles and Fergus agreed.

			“When can you arrange a meeting with Garland?” Fergus asked.

			“I took the liberty of sort of/kind of telling her I knew some people who could help her. She was all for it. I think I can arrange a meeting for the weekend, if that works for all of you.”

			“That works for me. I have a run and will be back by Wednesday morning,” Kathryn said. “I wish you’d all stop pretending that you aren’t looking at me. I’m okay. I’m re-ally okay. So Bert is back in the States and is engaged. He wants to get married and raise a family. That’s not the path in life I’m on. Yes, he and I talked, and we’ll be friends for the rest of our lives. It simply didn’t work for us. To show you I am serious, I am going to tell you some-thing. I have a date that I am looking forward to. He understands me, and I understand him. Marriage is not in his DNA any more than it is in mine. At least for now.”

			“Who is it? Do we know him?” the girls chorused as one. Kathryn laughed, pure joy in the sound. “Of course you know him. It’s Jackson Sparrow.” At the girls’ stunned surprise, Kathryn laughed harder and louder.

			Ten minutes of hugs and more laughter followed. “As Jack Emery likes to say, ‘I did not see that coming,’ and I live next door to Sparrow.” Maggie giggled.

			The group then switched back to the matter at hand and agreed to meet Thursday evening for one of Charles’s gourmet dinners, with a special guest named Garland Lee.

			“I’m excited, aren’t you, Myra? I have every album she’s ever made. I know you do, too,” Annie said.

			“What I always liked about her was how normal she is. She never bought in to all that celebrity nonsense. First and foremost, she always said she was a wife and mother, and singing was just something she did to fill in the blanks. She sings in church, did you know that?” Myra said.

			“I do know that, and I couldn’t agree with you more. I just hate it when I hear about some man trying to take ad-vantage of a woman. Especially a lawyer. If you can’t trust your lawyer, whom can you trust? It’s scary, isn’t it, Myra?”

			“There are a few bad apples in every barrel, Annie. That’s why you and I and the girls do what we do. We’ll make it right for her.”

			Maggie, who had been quiet most of the evening, suddenly piped up, saying, “I’d like to do the due diligence on that guy. I know a few really good reporters in Washing-ton whom I can ask for help. I’d like to go to D.C. under-cover and infiltrate the firm. That’s where I think we should start. If that’s okay with all of you, I can have Alexis fix me up so no one will recognize me.”

			“Alone? Maggie, the boys are on assignment. I’m all for it, but you need a partner.”

			“I’ll go,” Nikki volunteered. “The office is slow, no pending cases on my calendar. Alexis can handle the office and anything I would have to deal with.”

			“All right,” Annie said. “But not till after our meeting with Garland.”

			“I wish you girls weren’t driving back to town. It’s so late, and you are more than welcome to stay. Please send a text when you arrive home safe and sound,” Myra said, her face creased in worry.

			“Not to worry, Mom, we’ll be a caravan all the way into the city,” Maggie drawled.

			Lady and her brood followed the girls out to the court yard parking area and gave the girls a rousing send-off. They waited until the huge iron gates closed before trot-ting back to the kitchen.

			Pinewood, their kingdom, their domain, was now safe for the night.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			It was still full light, thanks to daylight saving time, when the caravan of cars sailed through the open gates at Pinewood. The evening was almost balmy, with a slight breeze wafting through the ancient oak trees that surrounded the farmhouse. Even out here in the large courtyard, the girls could smell delicious aromas coming from the open kitchen door, where Myra and Annie stood waiting for the girls and their special guest to cross the cobblestones and make their way up to the porch. Lady and her pups, tails wagging, furiously barked a continuous greeting.

			“Exactly who lives here, Yoko?” Garland Lee whispered. Yoko smiled. “A very special lady named Myra Rutledge. The lady standing next to her is my adoptive mother. She adopted all of us,” she said, waving her arms about. “Her name is Anna de Silva.”

			“Countess Anna de Silva?” Garland asked, obviously in awe. “Damn, I should have gussied up. I look like a bag lady.”

			“The one and only. You look fine. We only dress up for weddings and funerals. Trust me, okay?”

			“If I didn’t trust you, Yoko, I wouldn’t be here.”

			It was pure bedlam as it always was when the women got together at Pinewood. It didn’t matter if they had just seen each other five minutes earlier, they still hugged and giggled and played with Lady and her pups, all the while commenting on the delicious aromas coming from the stove, where Charles presided, along with his right-hand man, Fergus Duffy.

			Introductions were made and hands were shaken, fol-lowed by flattering comments on Garland’s music. She blushed and thanked everyone and even hugged the dogs, one by one. “I love animals. They love unconditionally, and they never betray you,” she said, downplaying her personal accomplishments, which endeared her to the others immediately. Yoko was right; Garland was just an ordinary person with a special talent.

			“Amen to that,” the girls chorused.

			Garland looked around expectantly. Charles nodded and said, “We have an hour till dinner. I suggest we go belowdecks and take care of business.” He fixed a steely gaze on Garland, then said, “Yoko has vouched for you, and her word is good enough for all of us. Having said that, we are going to take you down below to an area that only a handful of people know about. It’s where we conduct our . . . business. So, if you follow me, we can get things under way.” Garland held up both hands, palms outward facing the girls. “This may surprise you, but I do know who you are. You’re the Vigilantes. Back in the day, I supported you and cheered you on, never dreaming the day would ever come that I would need your help.” She pointed to Annie. “I didn’t know about the countess, though. Someone is missing, though. The plastic surgeon, right?”

			“She passed away,” Myra said softly. “Annie took her place.”

			Garland nodded. “You have no worries where I’m concerned. I’m just grateful for your help. I’m ready to get this show on the road—oops, that’s a show business expression—if you all are ready.”

			There were no gasps, no sign of surprise from Garland, when Charles pressed a rosette on the built-in bookshelves to reveal a steep stone staircase that led to the old dungeon, which had been renovated by Isabelle to make room for what they all called the war room, and where the sisters always conducted business.

			The first one into the room, Charles set about pressing light switches and turning on the various computers and the giant TV that hung from the ceiling. Lady Justice appeared to a muted drumroll. Garland fired off a snappy salute, to the sisters’ absolute delight.

			Fifteen minutes whizzed by as everyone got comfort-able. Chitchat was about the beautiful spring weather and the cherry blossom festival, which they had all missed for one reason or another. They were waiting for Charles to call the meeting to order, which he did by stepping down from his perch on the dais and standing behind Myra’s chair. He was rewarded with instant silence.

			“Ms. Lee . . .”

			“Please call me Garland. I feel like I’m among friends, and I’d like you all to consider me one, too.”

			Charles nodded. “Garland it is then. And, of course, you know all of us, so first names are the order of the day. Now, Yoko has filled us in. I’d like to go over what she’s told us to date, and if anything is missing, please feel free to enlighten us, so we can do our best to help you.” Garland nodded as Charles repeated virtually verbatim every-thing Yoko had shared with the group. “Am I missing anything?”

			“Yes and no. We are coming up to three years from the date Arthur sued me. I’ve had enough. I’ve had to spend several million dollars in legal fees. I want that back. My position is I did nothing wrong. Arthur lied to me, and everything in the suit is a lie. I suppose most defendants say that, but in my case, it is the God’s honest truth. Arthur is the liar. I now know more about the legal system than I ever wanted to know. The fact that Arthur is a lawyer himself puts me at a disadvantage. We had a mandatory meeting, there’s a legal name for it, and it was a disaster. I think the magistrate who oversaw it was on Arthur’s side. Maybe paid off by him. My lawyers thought so, too. Neither side gave in. We still do not have a court date, and settlement talks are a pure joke. Right now, we’re waiting for a judge to rule on a summary judgment that my lawyers requested. He’s had the case for four months.”

			“Sometimes judges do take forever,” Nikki said. Alexis nodded agreement.

			“What would you like us to do for you, Garland?” Myra asked.

			Without missing a beat, Garland leaned forward and spoke quickly and concisely. “I would like you to get all my money back, the monies he stole from me and my charity, my legal fees, and for him not to be able to take an-other cent from me. I’d like to see that sack of pus living in a tent and pissing in the bushes. I’m sorry for sounding so crude, but that’s what I would like to see happen. Arthur put me through hell these past few years, but mostly I want him to pay for betraying me. Please understand something. It’s not the money. It’s the fact that the man who I thought was my friend and protector put himself be-fore me when it was his fiduciary duty to put me first. If I get all those monies back, I will donate them to the charity. Not just the one I founded, but others as well. I read what you are doing with the veterans, Cou . . . Annie. I’d be happy to donate to those fine men and women who did their service for our nation. And I’d like to donate to animal shelters across the country. Now, is that possible? Whatever you need me to do, you can count on me to do it. Is it possible?” she asked anxiously.

			“Oh, yeah,” Kathryn drawled.

			“All things are possible,” Annie said, and smiled.

			“We just have to make a plan. Maggie has volunteered to go to Washington, along with Nikki, to scope things out. Some things just need to be done in person. Then we’ll get back to fine-tuning what has to be done to make you whole again,” Myra assured Garland.

			“For now, we want you to talk to us. Maggie will record it all and transcribe it for us later, so we each have a copy. Tell us everything you know about Arthur Forrester, from the day you met him until this moment. Even if you think it’s silly or not important, tell us, anyway. We need the big picture,” Annie said, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

			“Even the part about my praying for him to drop dead, then asking God to forgive me for my evil thoughts?” Garland grinned. She liked these ladies. Really liked them.

			The sisters laughed. “We don’t kill people. What we do is we make them wish they were dead,” Isabelle said with a smile in her voice.

			“Ladies, if you can do that, then it works for me. Have at it,” Garland said.

			“Now that you ladies have taken control, Fergus and I will go topside to see about dinner.” Charles looked down at his watch. “You have thirty-four minutes, so talk fast, Garland. I’ve found over the years that one has trouble being productive after a heavy meal. If you don’t finish up in your allotted time, we will have to reconvene another day.”

			Garland did as instructed and was only interrupted once by Maggie, who had Googled Arthur Forrester’s old firm for a picture of the lawyer. “Here he is, girls, take a look at what Garland calls a ‘sack of pus.’ Arthur Saul Forrester! He looks like one of the Seven Dwarfs. Grumpy, to be precise.”

			The girls all leaned forward to stare at the picture on Maggie’s laptop.

			“What’s with the rosy cheeks?” Alexis asked.

			“He has rosacea,” Garland said. “You need a more re-cent picture. He looked awful when I saw him last year at a deposition. It’s not like I saw him a lot. Maybe once a year or so. We mostly sent texts, e-mails, and, of course, had lots of phone conversations. I heard through the grapevine that when a partner retires from that firm, the firm has a big dinner and the departing partner is given a gift of some kind. But nothing like that, I was told, was done for Arthur when he retired. He just walked away and didn’t look back.

			“True or false, I don’t know, it’s just what I heard. I also heard that the firm was going to sue him, but I never heard if that happened.”

			“Okay, okay, here’s one. Taken in a group shot at the firm’s annual barbecue the year he retired. He looks kinda like Dopey in this one. Kind of like a hound dog. He doesn’t appear to be very tall.”

			“He’s only five-one. He also wears lifts in his shoes. I think he suffers from short-man syndrome. Look at all the other partners in that picture. They’re all six feet or so.”

			“I guess that could play into his psyche,” Myra said.

			“What about his family? What do you know about them, Garland?”

			“Not much. He has four kids, two boys and two girls. His wife is a blend of something, Asian and American, I think. I think she’s a nurse or a nurse practitioner. He never really talked about his wife. His children are beautiful. The wife, not so much. She’s small, tiny actually. I re-member thinking a good wind would blow her over. I guess she gives off the appearance of being fragile. I only ever met her once, so my memories of her are hazy.

			“She didn’t like me, and I didn’t like her. He never talked about her to me. The kids, yes. Because . . . I was invited to his kids’ birthday parties and graduations, the weddings, the births of the grandkids, the grandkids’ birthdays and graduations. For gifts, obviously. I never went to any of them, but I always sent generous gifts.

			“Arthur once told me how much some wedding he had attended cost, and it boggled my mind that someone would pay a quarter of a million for a wedding. I think it was his niece’s wedding, though I’m not all that sure. Now that I think back, I guess he was bragging. Why he thought he had to brag to me is wild.

			“He paid for the graduation parties for two of his grand-sons. And each of them cost almost as much as that wed-ding. Just for the hell of it, I had my son match up the bills to the dates of those graduation parties, to see how much he was billing me for, and sure enough, it did look like I was the one who paid for his grandkids’ parties,” she said, holding back a guffaw. “I guess I want that money back, too.”

			“Of course you do, dear, and we’re going to see that you get it,” Myra said cheerfully.

			“Anything else we should know?” Yoko asked.

			“He likes to play the stock market, but he admitted he isn’t very good at it. He took some big hits when the economy tanked there for a while. He did talk a lot about how successful his two brothers were compared to him, who was just a plain old lawyer. I sensed some jealousy in that regard. One of his brothers is a world-renowned thoracic surgeon and travels all over the world. The other brother married some French billionaire’s daughter and swims in money. Jealousy just oozed out of Arthur’s pores. That’s just my opinion, now.”

			“So what you seem to be saying is Arthur has no money. No serious money from his profession. Am I right on that?”

			Garland nodded.

			“That means he counted on you to keep him afloat and in the style he wanted to live.” Garland nodded again. “If he has no money, how are we going to get yours back, dear?” Myra asked.

			“He has malpractice insurance. Since this all happened while he was a member of the firm, he was covered under that umbrella. I don’t know the dollar amount. By the way, if I didn’t make it clear before, when we countersued Arthur, we also sued the firm. For the five years he was both my lawyer and, unknown to his firm, my agent, he was a partner in the law firm. They owe me, too.”

			“It would appear so,” Annie said. “I so love going after people and taking their money, then putting it to good use. You, my dear, are in good hands.”

			“And just in time,” Kathryn said as she heard the dinner bell Charles was ringing at the top of the brick steps. If any additional proof was needed that dinner was indeed ready, Lady barked shrilly.

			“You’re going to help me, then?”

			“Of course we are. We will make you whole again. All you have to do is trust us. Can you do that?” Annie asked. “Of course I can.” Garland turned to Yoko and hugged her. “Thank you for bringing me here. How can I ever repay you . . . all of you?”

			“By keeping our secret,” Myra said. “And if you ever give another concert, getting us front-row seats.”

			“Deal.” Garland laughed.

			Dinner was a lively affair, with Garland fitting right in. As the sisters said later, it was like she was one of them. She ate like Maggie and Kathryn, and said she no longer worried about her weight and was so glad she didn’t have to stuff herself into a nasty corset to project a tiny waist. She didn’t bat an eye when she held out her plate for seconds.

			The conversation quickly turned to Kathryn, as she knew it would. “Come on, Kat, tell us about your date last night with Jackson Sparrow,” Nikki teased.

			Garland’s eyes went wide. “You had a date with the former director of the FBI? The Jackson Sparrow who told the president to take a hike and now works for Annie with the veterans? That Jackson Sparrow?”

			“The one and only. Okay, you want it, here it is. We went to a Thai place, and the food was out of this world. We then went to a movie and had popcorn and Jujubes and one of those large sodas, which we shared. Two straws. He’s funny, he’s witty, he’s charming. Murphy, my dog, adored him. That’s a plus right there. He kissed me good night, and my toes curled up, and my eyeballs about exploded.”

			Charles cleared his throat as Fergus scrambled to his feet. “Ah . . . ladies, I think Fergus and I will retire to the kitchen while you . . . um . . . discuss whatever is to come next.”

			“Ooh, just one kiss?” Yoko asked.

			“Well, no, there was another one, but neither one of us could catch our breath, so we left it at one and a half.” Kathryn giggled at the expressions on the sisters’ faces. “No, I did not invite him in,” she said between giggles. “That’s for another time.”

			“So how do you think he’ll be in bed?” Maggie asked boldly.

			Kathryn laughed out loud. “I’m thinking spectacular!” “Make sure you take notes for your memoirs down the road,” Garland said.

			“When are you going to see Jackson again, dear?” Myra asked.

			“The next time I’m in town. Just enough time for me to buy some . . . you know, some frilly, gossamer nothings.”

			Inside the kitchen, Fergus leaned toward Charles and hissed, “Does that mean what I think it means?”

			“You’re asking me?” Charles dithered as he waved a dishcloth around and around.

			The general consensus before the girls called it a night was that they had never seen Kathryn so happy.

			Maggie settled herself in the buttery-soft client chair across from Nikki’s desk. “You called, I’m here,” she quipped. “The truth is, if you hadn’t called, I would have called you. I couldn’t sleep last night. All I did was think about Garland Lee and that sack of pus ex-lawyer of hers. I have an idea. Want to hear it?” Maggie said, leaning for-ward, her eyes sparkling.

			“I’m all ears, girl, hit me!” Nikki said, reacting to what she was seeing on the reporter’s face.

			“Okayyyyy. Last night, we talked about Alexis fixing us up so no one would recognize us when we go to the firm, right? I think we need to give that up and go with who we are. Bear with me now, because we can only do this with Annie’s approval. I think she will give her seal of approval, but with Annie, you never know.

			“You will be Annie’s . . . I don’t know what term to use . . . chief of staff, her front person, her right hand, whatever. You tell whomever we get to speak to at Forrester’s old firm that Countess de Silva is looking for a law firm to handle her real-estate holdings and that she is considering that firm and one other. We need to be up front with that to make them want her business so bad they can taste it. If we have to give a reason as to why she’s doing this, we just say her holdings are so vast she no longer wants to keep everything under one umbrella. You rattle off the amount of one hundred million dollars, and they’ll sit up and take notice.”
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