







Q: What do you get when you cross 
Avon Ladies with Charlie’s Angels?

A: A world-class intelligence organization run 
by women who really know their foundation.

When Nikki Lanier signs up as a cosmetics rep at Carrie Mae, it’s hardly her idea of a dream job. With a degree in linguistics and a hard-core workout regimen, the twenty-six-year-old redhead once had hopes for a real career. But unemployed and desperate to escape life at home with her nagging mother, she’ll try anything—even selling makeup to housewives. Soon, Nikki learns that the powder and lipstick are simply cover-up for the Carrie Mae Foundation: a secret organization of international espionage and high-tech mascara founded for the purpose of “helping women everywhere.”

Whisked off to Thailand with the legendary Carrie Mae agent Val Robinson, Nikki is soon in over her head. Between investigating the abduction of a human rights activist, tracking down a murderous arms dealer, keeping up with her wildly dangerous new partner, and occasionally trying to date a hunk who may or may not be CIA, Nikki has to use all the courage and cosmetic technology she’s got to bring down the bad guys and get out alive.

With the support of the colorful Carrie Mae crew, Nikki will overcome even the most harrowing obstacles—including incessant phone calls from her mother—or die trying.
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To Jennae




PROLOGUE • CANADA

After the Interview

“Excuse me, Nicole?” asked the man next to her at the bar in a voice like Jack Daniel’s whiskey. “Would you care to be my wife?”

Nicole Lanier looked up from the depths of her vodka martini–drenched misery. The man was holding her passport, plucked from the debris scattered by her purse when she’d flung it down in fury on the hotel bar. She had noticed him earlier, despite her headlong rush to become an alcoholic. He had been speaking into a cell phone, his back to her—a solid wall of well-tailored gray suit—his voice set at pissed-off growl. He flipped her passport closed and held it out to her with a friendly smile.

“It’s Nikki,” she corrected, dazedly smiling back at him.

“Nikki,” he said, with a nod. His eyes were a warm dark brown, sleepy yet observant. She tried to guess his ethnicity. Not quite black or Italian or Hispanic or white. Not quite anything in particular, but maybe a lot of everything.

“The question stands. Would you care to be my wife?” The question didn’t make any more sense the second time around, but it sounded good coming from him.

“Sorry?” asked Nikki, uncertain if she had heard him correctly or if the vodka was just now hitting bottom.

“Just over my left shoulder there’s a man out on the terrace talking to a man in golf clothes.”

Nikki wondered if he had escaped from the group home. Brushing an errant red curl back behind her ear, she leaned to her right and looked through the tall windows of the hotel bar. There was indeed a pair of men on the terrace, one in a navy suit, the other covered in an obscene amount of plaid. She returned her gaze to the stranger with a questioning look.

“Yes?” she prodded, one of her eyebrows raised in a way that made her strongly resemble her father when he was being sarcastic: it was a look her mother hated.

“His name is Jirair Sarkassian. He’s a very big man in shipping and a very important asset to my company. When he’s done talking to the man in golf clothes he’s going to come in here, shake my hand, and ask to meet my wife.”

“So why don’t you introduce him to your wife?” asked Nikki.

“I haven’t got a wife.”

“But he thinks you do?”

“I told him I did.”

“Then I can see why he would think you do. But why would you tell him that you’re married if you’re not?”

“Because he has a sister and I have a boss who believes in customer service.”

“Lots of men have sisters; that doesn’t mean you have to get married. She can’t be that bad,” Nikki objected reasonably.

“You wouldn’t say that if you’d met his sister. She’s . . . difficult.”

“Oh.” Nikki tried to imagine what kind of woman would be so intolerable. “Is she horse-faced or something?” For guys, difficult was usually code for either ugly or smart.

“Ha. I wish she were horse-faced. Horse-faced I wouldn’t mind. Look,” he said, running his fingers over the closely cropped stubble of his brown hair, “I had a friend who was going to help me with this, but she’s stuck in traffic. All you have to do is shake his hand, say, ‘Nice to meet you,’ and then make a graceful exit.”

“What if he wants me to have lunch with you or something?” Nikki asked, taking a sip of her martini.

“Tell him you have plans and can’t possibly join us.”

For a moment, Nikki was tempted. What was five minutes of her time, anyway? She reached for her drink again, and as she leaned forward she saw the dark silhouette of a shoulder holster peeking from the man’s suit jacket, and in her mind the headline “Canadian Gangster Kills Girl in Bar” splashed across the top of a newspaper. Then she shook her head; she couldn’t imagine anything that sounded less Canadian than gangster. He was probably just an overvigilant businessman, but getting involved with a guy who packed concealed weapons was not on her list of things to do that day, no matter how good-looking he was. Pretending she hadn’t noticed the gun, Nikki picked up her martini and finished it in one long swallow. Setting it down firmly, so that it made a solid sound on the bar, she slid it into place next to her other empty glasses.

“Sorry, buddy,” she said, counting out cash for the bill and tip, then shoveling the contents of her purse back into her bag. “I’ll give you an A-plus for bravado, but a C-minus for believability. I mean, come on, I wouldn’t even buy that from a romance novel.”

The bartender came back, and Nikki started to push the pile of money across the bar, but the stranger put his hand firmly over hers.

The shock of physical contact ran from his fingers and through her arm like an electrical current, holding Nikki paralyzed. She found herself staring at their hands where they overlapped on top of the pink Canadian money.

“Put it on my room tab,” the man told the bartender, moving his hand away. Nikki wanted to grab it back and hold on—it had felt safe and comfortable. She felt an irrational twinge of anger at herself for wanting to hold a stranger’s hand.

“No, really,” she said, transferring her irritation to the man. “I don’t need you to pay for me.” Buying drinks was a way to buy leverage, and Nikki wasn’t going to fall for it. The brown-eyed man gave a nod to the bartender, who shrugged and walked off without her money. Nikki felt a surge of exasperation as she stuffed her cash back into her purse, stubbornly leaving the tip. Why did guys always stick together?

She shut her purse with a fierce snap and stepped off the barstool. The ground took an odd lurch as she stepped on it, but she still had one hand on the bar for stability, so she didn’t think it showed. Maybe finishing that martini hadn’t been the best idea.

“I’m sorry, Nikki,” the man said, perhaps sensing he had offended her somehow, “but I’m really in a bind here. Come on. It’ll only take a minute, and you’ll be saving my bacon.” And then he smiled. Nikki found herself smiling back.

“Please,” he said, sensing her hesitation, and touching her lightly on the arm. It wasn’t a touch as much as a suggestion of contact. His fingers barely brushed the fabric of her sleeve, and inside her stylish yet businesslike jacket, Nikki felt the hairs on her arm stand upright. “No risk, no fun,” the man said, with an expression that suggested he was both of those things.

Nikki felt herself waver. She shook her head, trying to clear it and firm up her resolve. Everything seemed a little fuzzy. She didn’t want to do this, did she?


CALIFORNIA I

Burbank

The problem with Burbank, Nikki decided, was that it wasn’t in black-and-white. The low-slung airport was perfect for some tragic forties drama; they even wheeled the stairs up to the doors of the airplane. All she needed now was a man in a trench coat.

She ignored that train of thought and exited the plane, swinging her backpack up onto her shoulders; she staggered a little as it connected firmly with her back. Her feet followed the arrows on the baggage claim signs while her head swiveled around, taking in the scene. Nobody was wearing a trench coat; flip-flops and micro jean skirts seemed to be the order of the day, hardly the Bogart-esque style Nikki had been picturing.

Since she was already carrying all of her belongings on her back, she avoided the mob of people who were lining up for the baggage carousel and looked around for someone holding a card with her name on it. But no one in the crowd seemed to be looking for her. Nikki found a bench near the double sliding doors and checked her watch. She was a little bit early.

Sitting down, she took out her cell phone and turned the power back on. It cycled through the On sequence and then declared that she had three new messages. Nikki dialed voice mail and then dutifully listened to each message from her mother. It was raining in Tacoma, where had she put the remote, and hadn’t Nikki landed yet? Nikki hit Erase following each message and flipped her phone closed, determined not to return any of the calls. Her resolution was rendered obsolete when the phone rang. Nikki picked it up with a sigh.

“I thought you only packed that ridiculous backpack,” said Nell without preamble.

“I did,” Nikki agreed, knowing exactly what her mother was leading up to.

“I was just in your room, and the closet is empty. Where are all your clothes?”

“Most of them were old,” Nikki said, stalling for time. “I had stuff in there from high school.”

“There were some expensive clothes in there! What did you do with them?”

“Took them to the Goodwill,” Nikki mumbled.

“What?!” The screech echoed across the airwaves, and Nikki held the phone away from her ear as Nell continued at full volume. “I paid for those clothes! You had no right . . .” Nikki held the phone out even farther until the words were just a high-pitched jumble. When the pitch dropped, she put the phone back to her ear.

“I am very disappointed in you,” Nell said.

“Sorry, Mom,” Nikki said, paying more attention to the passing crowd than to the conversation. She knew the script by heart.

“Hmph,” Nell snorted, not placated by Nikki’s rote apology. “I suppose you took the remote to the Goodwill, too?”

“No. Did you look under the couch cushions?”

“Yes!” she snapped. “And in the drawer and under the couch. I may not have gone to college like some people, but I’m not an idiot.”

“How about under the newspaper? Sometimes it gets lost under the newspaper.” Nikki ignored the jab about college; it was barely a two on the Nell scale of snide. There was a silence on the other end of the line, and Nikki knew her mother hadn’t looked under the newspaper.

“That’s a stupid place to put the remote. I don’t know why it would be there.”

“I agree, but sometimes the paper just gets spread out over it on accident.” Nikki kept her tone soothing. She heard rustling in the background, followed by a click and the theme song from Jeopardy.

“Are you sure about this job?” asked Nell, changing subjects. “I thought you wanted something in your field. Selling cosmetics clearly isn’t something you’re trained for.”

“Linguistics jobs weren’t exactly hopping out of the woodwork, and besides, I won’t be selling cosmetics. The Carrie Mae charity foundation is different, and it’s a really good opportunity.”

“Do you even know what you’re going to be doing?”

“Well, no,” said Nikki, squirming, “but that’s why I’m going to do training.”

“I just think it’s weird, is all. I mean, why you? Why did Mrs. Merrivel offer you a job?” Nikki didn’t know why Mrs. Merrivel, the Carrie Mae recruiter, had offered her the job, but she wasn’t about to admit that to her mother.

“OK, well, I’m at the airport now, and I have to look for my ride. Gotta go.”

“Well, you could call me next time. I’m only up here worrying myself to death about your safety.” She could hear Alex Trebek introducing the contestants.

“Yeah, I’ll call. Bye, Mom.”

“Bye, sweetie.”

Nikki hung up the phone and ran her fingers through her hair. Worse than simply irritating her, Nell always managed to plant the seed of doubt that Nikki had spent careful time weeding out. Today was no exception.

She checked her watch again and scanned the room: still no one. She was starting to sweat.

Another unbearable minute ticked past, and then an older man in a rumpled green Tommy Bahama shirt and navy slacks entered through the doors opposite her. He was tall and fit and, but for the wrinkled shirt, managed to look distinguished. Pausing by Nikki, he placed his foot on a bench and used his bent leg as a steady writing surface for a yellow legal pad. He paused with pen poised over the paper and then flipped over his left hand to consult something written on the palm. From where she was sitting Nikki could see that it was “Nikki Lanier.”

“Excuse me,” Nikki said.

“Just a sec,” the man said without looking up. “Got to get this spelled correctly.”

“It’s i, then e,” corrected Nikki.

“Thanks,” the man said, and then held the sign out at arm’s length to view the results. “Now, then,” he said, tucking the pad under his arm and putting the cap on the pen. “What can I do for you, young lady?” Nikki smiled. She liked this man; he had an absent-minded professor sort of aura.

“I think I’m who you’re supposed to meet.”

“You are?” asked the man with surprise. He flipped his hand over and read it again. “You’re Nikki Lanier?”

“Yes,” said Nikki, smiling again. “That’s me.”

“Oh,” the man said, and pulled out the pad with her name on it. “Well, I guess I don’t need this.” He seemed a little disappointed.

“No, I guess not.”

“Oh, well,” said the man, shrugging it off. “Should we get your luggage?” he asked, looking around as if expecting suitcases to appear.

“Nope, this is it,” Nikki said, grabbing her pack and standing up.

“Good heavens,” the man said. “Are you sure you’re with Carrie Mae?”

“Sort of,” said Nikki. “I’ve never actually sold anything.”

“Ah, well,” the man said kindly, “some people aren’t meant for sales.” He smiled, and Nikki felt a sudden relief. It was true; she wasn’t meant for sales, and that was just that.

“Well, this way,” said the man, and walked back toward the doors.

Nikki followed him out into the blinding California sunshine and toward the parking garage. His car was a large black Mercedes and spotless—a power car. Nikki glanced at her escort. His lanky figure was set off by a head full of white hair, and he carried himself with confidence; he was obviously not a mere chauffeur.

“Just shove those clubs over and put your pack in the trunk,” said the man, popping the trunk with his key fob as they reached the car. “It’s why I’m late,” he said, unlocking the car. “I was playing a few holes with the fellas, and the game ran long.” Nikki moved the golf clubs as instructed and went to sit in the passenger seat.

“Say,” the man said as she closed the door. “I guess I know your name, but you probably haven’t a clue who I am.”

“Well, no,” confessed Nikki.

“John Merrivel,” said the man, and they shook hands. “And you should be more careful about wandering off with strange men.” Nikki grimaced unhappily and sighed. He was absolutely right, and after her conversation with Mrs. Merrivel, she’d promised herself that she would be less trusting and more vigilant.

“Mrs. Merrivel said that, too. Apparently, I wasn’t listening very carefully.”

Mr. Merrivel laughed. “Well, some things take practice,” he said. “But what I want to know is why not wandering off with strange men is something you need to practice?” he asked quizzically.

“There was this thing . . . in Canada . . .” Nikki stumbled around, looking for words to describe the fiasco that had been her most recent trip to Canada. “It was kind of a mess,” she finished lamely. “It’s where I met Mrs. Merrivel.”

“Ah,” Mr. Merrivel said, as if she really had explained everything. “Well, as long as it worked out all right in the end.”

“It did!” affirmed Nikki. She ran over the events in her mind; it had worked out . . . mostly. “I’m here, anyway,” she said with a shrug. “It was nice of Mrs. Merrivel to send you to pick me up.” A change of topic was probably for the best; he was the boss’s husband after all.

“To tell the truth,” he said, easing the car out of the airport parking garage, “I wasn’t supposed to pick you up today, but there seems to have been a bit of a dustup at the ranch over your arrival, so Mrs. M sent me to bring you round to our house while she gets it all straightened out.”

“I’m staying with you?” Nikki asked, nervous at the prospect of being Mrs. Merrivel’s houseguest. “I thought I was going to some sort of training center.”

“Well, you will eventually, I expect.” Nikki looked doubtful. “It’ll probably only be a night or two,” said Mr. Merrivel cheerfully. “And we’re perfectly good hosts, I assure you. None of our guests have died since that time in ’92.” He waggled his eyebrows comically, and Nikki couldn’t help but laugh.

“Wait,” Nikki said, catching up to the rest of Mr. Merrivel’s comment. “Dustup? Over me?” Nikki was worried that her potential job was in peril.

“Not to worry,” said Mr. Merrivel. “Just that Connie’s got a bee in her bonnet about you starting late.”

“Late? How late am I?” Nikki was confused. Mrs. Merrivel hadn’t said anything about starting late.

“A couple of weeks, I think. Not really my department, you understand. More the wife’s thingie. Connie doesn’t like to bend the rules so much, but I expect Mrs. M will get her way. She usually does, my little Miranda.”

“That was my impression of her,” agreed Nikki, trying to keep her tone diplomatic.

“She’s a bit of a bulldog,” Mr. Merrivel said, smiling fondly. Nikki thought Mrs. Merrivel was probably more of a Rottweiler in poodle’s clothing, but didn’t mention it.

They passed through smoggy Burbank, and Nikki noticed with a comforting feeling of familiarity that they were on I-5 going north. If they stayed on this little ribbon of concrete, in another seventeen hours she would be standing on her mother’s doorstep. Nikki laughed at herself a little; it was ridiculous to feel comforted by an interstate. Especially since she didn’t want to go home at all. At least, most of her didn’t. There was a little voice in the back of her head that was insisting that this entire escapade was doomed to failure. The voice sounded suspiciously like her mother’s.

Mr. M turned on the radio. He flipped channels for a while before settling on an oldies station. They caught the last half of “Last Train to Clarksville” before it ended and the DJ began to talk. After a moment of chatter, the DJ stated that they were listening to K-Earth 101 and this was the Mamas and the Papas with “California Dreamin’.”

“And the skyyy is grayyyy,” harmonized Nikki, unintentionally singing out loud. She stopped moments later, blushing, but Mr. M picked up the next line as if singing with strangers were perfectly natural.

“Say,” he said as the song ended, “we sound pretty good.”

The DJ began to talk again, and Mr. M snorted with irritation.

“Let’s see what we’ve got in the old CD player. Maybe we can find something else to sing to.” He flipped through several CDs, listening to the beginning of each before punching up the next one.

“Mr. M?” Nikki said, distractedly feeling through her own thoughts. His finger was still hovering over the Fast Forward button.

“Did you just call me Mr. M?” Mr. Merrivel asked. Nikki paused guiltily, and hesitantly she nodded. “Ha. I like it! I always call Miranda Mrs. M, but she just thinks I’m strange. What’s up?”

She smiled, relieved that her habit of shortening names hadn’t offended him.

“Well, frankly, I’m a little nervous.”

“About the job?” he asked, nodding sympathetically.

“Well, I’m not really sure what I’m expected to do. And I didn’t realize I’d be behind in the training. And I don’t know if I’ll be able to catch up, because I don’t really know what kind of training it is. And I really want this job. Well, a job anyway. And . . . I’m just nervous.” Nikki stopped herself before she devolved into a blubbering fountain of uncertainty. She hadn’t meant to spill that much; she’d meant to ask for a few useful hints about the new job, not reveal her quaking Jell-O center. Mr. M’s cheerful face wore an expression of seriousness for a moment.

“They didn’t tell you what you’d be doing?”

“Mrs. M just said she’d tell me all about it when I got here,” Nikki said.

“Hmm.” He scratched his forehead. “Well, I’m sure it will be fine.”

“What will be fine?” asked Nikki, wondering if one more time she’d gotten herself in over her head.

Mr. M shook his head as if to dismiss her question and his thoughts at the same time. “Not my place. But trust me, everything will be fine. If you want this job, it’s yours. And since you seem to be a very bright, in-shape person, I see no reason why you shouldn’t be able to excel.”

His calm statement of confidence in her abilities momentarily relaxed Nikki. And then she began to worry about being “in shape.” What had he meant by that? What kind of charity foundation required people to be in shape? Her ribbon of thoughts was snipped short by the musical jangling of Mr. M’s cell phone.

“Sounds like the wife,” said Mr. M, reaching for the phone. “Hello, sweet pea!” he proclaimed. “Yes, mission complete, got her right here!” He was silent for a moment, listening.

“Hmm,” he said. “Well, yes, but I’m not sure . . .” He trailed off, listening to Mrs. M. “Nope, it’s not a problem.” He glanced at Nikki. “Yup, love you, too. Bye.”

“Everything OK?” Nikki asked.

“Just fine, but Connie’s being a stick-in-the-mud, so until Mrs. M can get all your paperwork signed off at headquarters you’ll have to stay with us.”

“How long will that take?” asked Nikki, worry lines furrowing into her forehead.

“A couple of days. A week at most. Not to worry. We’ll think of something to do. I don’t suppose you play golf?” Nikki shook her head, still worried. “Want to learn?” he asked with a cheerful grin.


CALIFORNIA II

Permanent Record

“Well, it’s very clear that a bunch of women live here,” Nikki said.

“Yes,” Connie agreed. “And in line with our company philosophy.”

The week with the Merrivels had flown by, but eventually Mrs. Merrivel announced that Nikki would be meeting Connie for a tour of the facilities on the following day at 8:00 A.M. sharp. Mr. M had gotten up early to drive her over the winding Santa Clarita roads and up to a wide plantation-style property that encompassed several acres and was surrounded by a rock wall and arching iron gates.

“The company philosophy?” Nikki was trying to ignore the alarm buzzing in her brain.

“Making the lives of women everywhere a little better!” Connie looked at Nikki as if she’d asked what color the sky was. Connie Hinton was tall and broad-shouldered with a wide, flat bottom. She reminded Nikki of a basketball player she had known in college.

“I haven’t been with the company very long,” Nikki said, by way of explanation. Connie sniffed with disapproval.

The alarm was flashing purple now. The tour really hadn’t gone as she had expected. First there had been the nondisclosure form with the clause on death and dismemberment, and then there had been the guns. Nikki was pretty sure that most charity foundations didn’t have their own gun range. Not to mention an obstacle course and scenario training ground. The computer lab and the dorms had seemed reasonable. Connie had been very keen on the dorms: they all had en suite bathrooms. And now they were standing in one of the bathrooms and admiring the multiple outlets, dual sinks, marble tile, and built-in gun safe. It was a very pretty gun safe—Carrie Mae purple.

“Um,” said Nikki, sensing that she had better ask something before her brain melted. “So this, er, training center”—she wasn’t sure what else to call the place—“how does it fit in with that philosophy?”

“Ah,” said Connie, smiling as though Nikki had finally done something worthwhile. “We here at the Carrie Mae West Coast Training Facility train operatives to carry out the Carrie Mae philosophy in many ways. Whether it’s navigating the international red tape to allow women to work with Carrie Mae or through the use of more clandestine methods to ensure that they have the opportunity to live peaceful lives.”

Nikki wondered if there was a brochure somewhere that Connie had memorized, and if so, why hadn’t Nikki seen it? Mrs. Merrivel hadn’t said anything about things like this, had she? She remembered Mrs. M using the word clandestine, but at the time she had thought it meant things like bribing border guards. Now she was beginning to think it involved things that needed a gun safe.

“So the Carrie Mae charity foundation is actually some sort of SWAT team for women?” Nikki asked slowly.

“No,” Connie said icily. “We are not about police action.”

“Oh,” Nikki said, laughing with embarrassment and relief. “I thought . . . my mistake. It just sounded like you were some sort of international espionage organization. Really, I must have misunderstood. So silly of me.” She knew she was babbling.

“The Carrie Mae Foundation is also an international espionage organization,” Connie interrupted. “Our public face remains very committed to bringing help to women worldwide in the form of medicine, education, and financial assistance.”

“But your not-public face . . .” Nikki noticed that the vocabulary portion of her brain had developed an unsettling disconnect with her speech center; she had no words to wrap around her thoughts.

“The confidential side of the foundation works toward the same goals, improving the lives of women, but we use slightly different methods—different parts of the same machine. Let’s go back up to the house; Mrs. Merrivel will be waiting.”

Connie walked past Nikki, giving her no time to ask further questions. Nikki couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not. She rode back to the main house with her face frozen into a polite half-smile of disbelief.

Mrs. Merrivel was waiting for them in an office with a long oval table ringed with chairs. A thick manila folder sat neatly at one end. But it was Mrs. Merrivel who commanded Nikki’s attention: she was petite, over sixty, and scary. From the moment Nikki had laid eyes on her at the Carrie Mae recruiting meeting she had found the older woman’s energy, efficiency, and perfect appearance intimidating. And a week spent living in her house had not done much to diminish that impression.

“Nikki!” exclaimed Mrs. Merrivel, coming forward to give a hug. Her beautifully tinted brown hair brushed against Nikki’s nose, and Nikki returned the gesture gingerly. She wasn’t practiced in the art of the hug as greeting. “How was your tour? I hope you found the facilities to your liking.”

“Well, yes, but . . .” said Nikki.

“But what?” Mrs. Merrivel asked, taking her seat at the head of the table.

“You’re running a spy farm in the middle of California!” Nikki exclaimed, unable to hold it in any longer.

“I know,” Mrs. Merrivel said cheerfully. “It’s great, isn’t it? So convenient to be able to do our training inside the States.”

“But . . .” said Nikki again.

“But what?” repeated Mrs. Merrivel, a single wrinkle forming between her brows.

“You’re makeup ladies! Carrie Mae sells makeup. Ding dong, I’m with Carrie Mae. Try my blusher. You’re just makeup ladies. I mean . . .” Nikki became aware of an overwhelming silence filling up the room as she spoke. Mrs. Merrivel had pursed her lips as if she smelled something distasteful. Nikki knew she should shut up, but couldn’t.

“I was at the recruiting meeting in Canada. You said the Carrie Mae Foundation helped with education and medical needs in the third world. You didn’t say anything about guns and . . .” Nikki waved her hands, trying capture in gesture what she couldn’t in words. “You didn’t say anything about spies. I think I would have remembered.”

“Well, we can’t, of course,” said Mrs. Merrivel, smiling sweetly again. “But I had hoped that by now you would have gathered that Carrie Mae is not just about makeup. And, by the way, I resent our other team members being described as ‘just makeup ladies.’ Our sales consultants provide needed income for their families and affordable, quality cosmetics for women everywhere. Our sales consultants are the backbone of Carrie Mae and the heart of America. Please do not take them for granted or belittle their status simply because they have chosen not to pursue corporate jobs.” Mrs. Merrivel’s rebuke was delivered in a quiet tone of gentle disappointment.

Nikki hung her head. “Sorry, Mrs. Merrivel,” she said meekly.

“That’s quite all right. Did you enjoy the tour of the ranch?”

“Yes, it was very nice,” said Nikki dutifully.

“I’m glad you thought so. Now what do you think about joining us?”

Nikki stared. Of all the unbelievable parts about this place this was the one that required the largest suspension of disbelief. There was no way that they could want her.

“Why me?” she asked at last, unable to think of anything better.

“Why wouldn’t we want you, Nikki?” asked Mrs. Merrivel, looking shocked.

“Well, Connie told me about the other girls, and they’re all, you know, super soldiers or whatever. I don’t think I’m . . . I don’t think I’m what you’re looking for.” In response, Mrs. Merrivel flipped open the folder in front of her.

“Nikki,” she said, leafing through the pages, “I have been over your entire record. You got your bachelor’s degree in linguistics, with minors in classical literature—where you learned Italian and Latin—and physical education.”

“I took a lot of aerobics classes,” mumbled Nikki.

“And a lot of judo and martial arts classes,” Mrs. Merrivel added, flipping a few more pages. “By high school you had acquired full command of French and Spanish.”

“My father is Quebecois,” Nikki said. “We always spoke French at home.”

“Yes, I notice here in your grade-school record that you attended Catholic school in Quebec through third grade. Then you moved to Washington after your parents divorced. So you hold dual citizenship with Canada, is that correct?”

“What do you mean ‘in my grade-school record’?” asked Nikki, ignoring Mrs. M’s question. “Where did you get all that information?”

“I looked up your permanent record,” Mrs. Merrivel said, flipping a page.

“That’s a myth,” Nikki said in disbelief. “There’s no such thing as a ‘permanent record.’ That’s just something adults make up to scare kids, like the bogeyman.”

“My point is, Nikki,” Mrs. Merrivel said, ignoring Nikki’s interjection, “you hold dual citizenship, speak five languages, have a firm grounding in martial arts and a sharp mind. You’re exactly what Carrie Mae is looking for. So, what do you think?”

“I think I’m seriously reconsidering my position on the bogeyman,” Nikki said, focusing on details because she couldn’t take in the big picture. They weren’t seriously measuring her for a pair of James Bond pumps, were they? She knew very well that James Bond did not wear pumps. Spies were boys, or really hot chicks who had a more active sex life than she did.

“What do you think about working at Carrie Mae?” Mrs. Merrivel asked, ignoring Nikki’s comment.

Nikki chewed her lip. She had said she would do anything for a job, but this wasn’t what she’d had in mind. But her mother would have a field day if she returned home still trailing the stench of unemployment. Or worse yet, what if she tried it and they found out Mrs. Merrivel was wrong? What if she couldn’t do the job?

“What if I fail?” she asked, blushing as she unintentionally spoke out loud.

“Give us your best, and we won’t let you,” said Mrs. Merrivel.

It was a big decision. Not safe. The road less traveled. Different. Her mother wouldn’t approve.

“Yes,” Nikki said. “I’ll do it. Where do I sign?”


CALIFORNIA III

Tactics

“That was terrible! Your strategy was stupid, your formations sloppy! You couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn with a Howitzer if you were standing next to it. And you!” Mrs. Boyer, the physical training instructor, pointed an accusing finger at Dina, two spots down from Nikki. “You are wearing blue eyeliner!”

Nikki smothered a laugh, but not before her shoulders gave a revealing twitch. With two quick strides, Mrs. Boyer was bellowing in Nikki’s ear.

“Don’t think I didn’t notice that your socks don’t match, Miss Lanier!”

“There was a mix-up in the laundry!” protested Nikki weakly.

Mrs. Boyer threw her hands up in disgust and turned back to the rest of the squad. “We are Carrie Mae, ladies! We do not have mix-ups in the laundry! We are always impeccably dressed, and we always achieve our objective. If I tell you to take that hill, then I expect you to take that hill, and I expect you to take it in style. I do not want excuses. I want success!”

Mrs. Boyer’s vicious glance raked the line of assembled women, but little by little, Nikki watched her reel her anger back in.

“Give me three laps of the compound before you turn in,” Mrs. Boyer said with a dismissive sniff. Dejectedly, the squad began their jog with leaden feet.

“I hate this!” Ellen gasped as they rounded the corner. Ellen’s comfortable figure, short gray hair, and pleasant round face gave the impression that she ought to have been hovering over her grandchildren, not playing war games in the high deserts of California.

“Maybe you shouldn’t have sucked, then!” said Dina, bounding by like a gazelle.

“We didn’t suck,” Nikki muttered. “Dina’s the one who gave the orders.”

“What do you expect from a woman who wears blue eyeliner?” Jenny said, jogging up beside them and eyeing Dina’s back in disgust. “I mean, has she not seen a Cosmo since 1984?” Jenny’s accent was Southern—Georgian, maybe—and just as manicured as her bright pink nails. She had long blond hair, long tan legs, and a perfect beauty queen figure that Nikki envied.

“She did follow all the rules,” Ellen said, her tone split between pragmatic and gasping for air.

Nikki thought that following the rules was the problem with Dina’s leadership, but she didn’t say anything. She had been in the Carrie Mae training facility for only a week; she wasn’t sure she was allowed to have opinions on things at this point.

“You know, I have to say,” said Ellen, and Jenny and Nikki waited for the rest of the sentence. “I never really thought when I started selling Carrie Mae cosmetics . . .” Nikki and Jenny waited three more steps. “That it would involve this much running.”

“I’d rather run than sell cosmetics,” Nikki said, trying not to remember her single, disastrous sales attempt.

“That’s easy for you to say,” said Ellen. “You can run.”

It was true. Nikki could run. When an extended period of post-college unemployment had forced her to move back in with her mother, she had taken up working out just to get out of the house. After seeing her for the fifth day in a row, one of the personal trainers at her gym had joked that they were going to give Nikki her own permanent locker. She had smiled the expected smile, but Nikki knew that working out was just the latest in a long line of carefully honed avoidance techniques.

“I just like to jog occasionally,” she muttered. An inability to deal with her mother was not something to brag about, even if it had given her buns of steel.

“Well, occasionally I’d just like to kick Dina’s ass,” said Jenny; her genteel accent made the comment funny, but Nikki knew she meant it. “Seriously y’all, what are we going to do about her?”

“I’m too tired to think of solutions; these late-night study sessions are killing me,” Nikki said, and Ellen tsked sympathetically.

They ran in silence for the rest of the distance. The sun was past its zenith and the shadows were starting to lengthen when they finally dropped to a walk.

“Are we going to go shooting tonight after dinner?” Jenny asked suddenly, and Nikki groaned. She was already tired, and trekking down to the firing range didn’t have nearly the appeal of a really great after-dinner doze in front of the TV.

“I think maybe we ought to,” Jenny continued, “because, no offense or anything, Nikki, but I think that Howitzer-barn comment was kinda about you.”

“Yes,” Nikki agreed with a sigh. “Thanks,” she added after a moment, knowing the extra practice and instruction was a favor. Jenny made a waving motion and dismissed the matter entirely.

“I’ll go with you,” volunteered Ellen, and Nikki felt a surge of appreciation. It didn’t seem possible that she had known Jenny and Ellen only a week; they were already better friends than anyone she had known in high school.

“But first,” said Ellen, “I’m going to beat you to the shower.”

“Hey,” Nikki said, laughing as Ellen made a spirited effort to sprint for their room.

“Are you going to put up with that?” Jenny asked in mock seriousness.

“Yes,” Nikki said, and Jenny laughed. “I’ll see you at dinner.” She waved goodbye to Jenny and followed Ellen to their room.

The shower was already running as she pulled the rubber band out of her hair and stripped off her sweat-soaked shirt. Catching sight of herself in the mirror, she groaned. Her red hair was standing out from her head in the kind of whimsical mess that a hairstylist would have taken two hours to complete, but would take Nikki hours and a ton of detangler to undo. In the mirror, her gray eyes stared wearily back at her, and she waved at her reflection to cheer it up, but it didn’t work. She sank down onto the bed and considered skipping dinner to take a nap.

The leisurely week spent golfing and singing swing standards with Mr. Merrivel had left her with a lazy feeling of a summer vacation. But once she had made the decision to join Carrie Mae, events had moved swiftly, leaving Nikki no time to unpack. As a consequence, her side of the room looked as if her backpack had exploded, and to make matters worse, she had somehow managed to lose essential items—her hairbrush and workout gear—in transit.

Ellen’s side was almost unbearably tidy. Everything was placed with extreme precision, and Nikki could tell that she had even dusted. There was a picture of a cheerfully smiling man of about Ellen’s age beside her roommate’s bed. Nikki wondered if he was Ellen’s husband and what he thought about his wife’s new job.

Nikki flopped full length onto the bed. The constant working out was OK. The weird subjects were fine—except for target shooting, and what was Cocktails class anyway? And even having to play catch-up on all the classes she’d missed and the resulting lack of sleep were all right, but she was surrounded by fifteen women, all of whom were smarter, prettier, and more confident than she was. Or at least that’s what it seemed like. As usual, Nikki felt like the odd girl out, a circumstance that made her all the more grateful for Ellen and Jenny’s friendship.

She kicked off her shoes, hearing them smack against the wall and rebound to the floor. Slowly, she tried to peel off her socks by pinching at them with her toes. After a moment of futile effort, she flung a hand down and shoved off one sock, then she used the toes of her naked foot to peel the sock off the other. Ellen came in, humming.

“Shower’s all yours,” she said, pulling on sweats.

“Yeah,” Nikki said, not moving.

“I’m going to head down. Sarah said she’d let me look at her notes on hot-wiring.”

“Cool,” said Nikki.

“So you’ll be down in a bit, right?” Ellen asked, hovering, but trying not to.

“Yeah,” said Nikki, smiling at her. “As soon as I work up the energy to sit up.”

“OK,” said Ellen, laughing. “See you down there.”

The door closed behind Ellen, and after a moment Nikki rolled herself off the bed and stumbled into the shower. As the water poured over her, she leaned against the wall and considered whether or not she was crazy. It wasn’t too late; she could still become a teacher, get a job at Starbucks, go back to school, go be a fill-in-the-blank.

She’d been waiting to be a fill-in-the-blank for four years. After college she had wandered from one stupid job to another. She kept waiting to discover what she wanted to be when she grew up. Only she was twenty-five now, which was supposed to be grown-up. She was supposed to know something, be something, have something by now. But she didn’t. She sighed and wrapped a towel around herself as she stepped out of the shower. Carrie Mae. It might be crazy, but at least it was something.

Borrowing Ellen’s brush, she bullied her hair into a ponytail and went downstairs determined to hold Jenny to her promise of shooting practice. She wasn’t going to screw up her opportunity in Carrie Mae through lack of effort.

Downstairs, in the common room, most of the girls were on the couches chatting. The cook opened the sliding window between the kitchen and the dining area and began to place dishes on the counter.

“Anytime,” the cook yelled, and the girls went to stand in line.

“So, after dinner,” said Nikki, pulling Jenny into line ahead of her, “we’ll go over to the armory and check out guns and go down to the range?”

“Sure,” agreed Jenny easily.

“I really do appreciate your helping me,” Nikki said earnestly.

“Well, you can’t shoot for shit, and I like shooting shit, so it works out well,” Jenny said cheerfully.

“I never shot a gun before I came here,” said Nikki. Jenny stared. Her pale blue eyes were the perfect complement to her French-braided strawberry blond hair.

“I’d never shot a gun before my fortieth birthday,” Ellen said, lining up behind Nikki. Nikki smiled at her gratefully. “And I was pretty bad my first time. You can improve; you just need to get your muscles in shape, and practice.”

Nikki had witnessed Ellen’s improvement firsthand, at shooting practice earlier in the week. Most of the stalls at the gun range had high counters for resting equipment, but the last two stalls were empty except for a mound of dirt. Over one of these mounds, Ellen had aimed a very long rifle at some distant wavering balloons tethered in the far field. She had seemed oblivious to the wind, the popping of the smaller firearms, and the hot glare of the sunshine. She simply lay on the ground looking through the scope, her gray hair fluttering in the wind. Then the rifle gave a small hiccup, and out in the field the balloon burst silently. Connie had proudly announced that Ellen was an Olympic-qualifying shooter and that they could all learn from her, and Nikki had noticed that despite Ellen’s soft appearance, her forearms carried muscles like steel cords. When it came to shooting, she had obviously taken her own advice on training.

“Yeah, you need a lot of practice,” said Jenny, but instead of finishing her commentary on Nikki’s shooting skills, she groaned as the cook scooped a heaping spoonful of broccoli onto her plate. “Why do they give us broccoli? I hate broccoli.”

“It’s good for you,” answered Ellen.

“I’ll take it,” said Nikki. “I like broccoli.” That earned another stare of disbelief from Jenny, who willingly scooped the offending broccoli onto Nikki’s plate. Dina walked by and jogged Jenny’s elbow, scattering broccoli onto the floor.

“Well, I guess you want your pee to smell,” Dina said, staring at Nikki’s heaping pile of broccoli and snickering. Nikki stared back at her, and then at her broccoli, puzzled by the comment.

“I think you’re thinking of asparagus,” said Nikki at last. Dina shut her mouth with a click like a mousetrap slamming shut and stalked away without another word.

“You know,” Jenny said, picking up the broccoli and shooting it into the wastebin, “you’d think she could at least get her insults right. I’m starting to think that girl is a few bricks shy of a load.”

“I wish we could get rid of her somehow,” Ellen agreed. “I can’t think why Mrs. Boyer picked her to be team leader.”

“I think they just draw the names out of a hat,” Jenny said, heading for a table.

As if on cue, Mrs. Boyer bustled into the room. “Lanier!” she barked, scanning the room.

“What’d you do?” Jenny joked; at least, Nikki thought it was a joke. Hesitantly, she waved her hand and caught Mrs. Boyer’s attention.

“You have a visitor up at the main house,” Mrs. Boyer said, and left before Nikki could ask anything further.

“That’s exciting,” said Ellen. “Who’s visiting you?”

“I don’t know,” Nikki said, shaking her head. “I don’t know anyone around here. Save my plate for me?” Jenny nodded, and Nikki hurried to the exit.

The main house was set on a gently sloping hill. From the front, the main level was even with the ground, but from the rear, as the hill dropped in elevation, it exposed the second level of the house. The path from the dorms took the most direct route and passed quite close to the house, under the windows in the rear, through the rock garden, and to the side door. The setting sun illuminated the paved trail like a ribbon on the green grass. Nikki stretched her stride to cover the ground quickly, intent on reaching her destination.

As she passed under the windows at the rear of the house, she heard the sound of voices. One of the voices was Mrs. Merrivel’s. Without thinking, Nikki slowed her steps, trying to catch the words.

Another voice said, “It’s a disaster! I do not approve of this course. Mrs. Boyer doesn’t, either.” The other speaker was Connie Hinton.

“I appreciate your feelings,” Mrs. Merrivel said. “What do you think?”

“What do I think?” a new voice spoke, sounding bored. “I think they’re sloppy, unimaginative, and totally useless.” Nikki noticed that the speaker bit down hard on her consonants, giving her voice a sharp, clipped quality. Sort of East Coast, but no Boston drawl. Maybe New York.

“I told you,” said Connie. “This is not what Carrie Mae does. We’re not about strike teams and SWAT action.” There was the edge of a whine in Connie’s voice, and for the first time Nikki wondered if Mrs. Boyer’s anger at the trainees during war games was more about the war games than about them.

“The world changes, Connie, and Carrie Mae needs to change with it.” The voice was Mrs. Merrivel’s again. “That’s why headquarters sent me out here. They wanted a fresh eye to make sure that West Coast Carrie Mae was evolving into the twenty-first century. I want to maintain Carrie Mae’s core values, but let’s face it, the need for our ladies to deal with these kinds of emergencies is crucial. And, as the military and other agencies field rapid-response teams, we have to be able to deal with, understand, and respond to these kinds of tactics.”

Mrs. Merrivel managed to blend just the right amount of soothing and command into her voice. Once again, Nikki was impressed by her ability to manage people.

“I know, but—” Connie began.

“But they suck,” the third voice interjected. “They should have gone around to the south, ambushed the other team, and then worried about the objective. Instead, most of the teams wandered around like they were lost the whole afternoon until one team finally tripped over the objective and everyone else just gave up.”

“That’s interesting, Valerie,” Mrs. Merrivel said, and Nikki couldn’t tell whether or not she was being sarcastic. “And I agree—the results have not been what we hoped for, but that is exactly why I asked you up here.”

“I could have told you on the phone that they sucked,” said the Valerie voice.

“Yes, but then you couldn’t have shared your insights with the girls.”

“Oh, no. No, no, no, no,” Valerie said. “I’m not giving a SWAT team pep talk to your baby spies. I am not instructor material. Not here, not now, not ever.”

Non hic, non nunc. Nikki’s mind gratuitously translated Valerie’s words into Latin, and she quickly blocked a memory of her disastrous visit to Canada that threatened to spring up.

“But Val,” said Mrs. Merrivel sweetly. “It’s just a two-day seminar. You’ll get to judge, and we’ll even let you give out grades.”

“I’d get to grade them?” Valerie sounded tempted.

The grading system, as far as Nikki could tell, was totally arbitrary, but everyone said it counted toward the final grade and a trainee’s job placement.

“Absolutely,” Mrs. Merrivel said.

“Just one day, one class?”

“Two days, a seminar and a practical,” said Connie.

“OK,” Valerie said after a long moment of consideration. “I’ll do it as long as I get to flunk people.”

“I don’t know,” Connie protested, but Mrs. Merrivel overrode her objection.

“Very well, but just the class. You can’t flunk them from the program.”

“Fine, whatever,” Val agreed.

Nikki frowned. She wasn’t sure this Val person sounded like someone she wanted grading her. There was a knock on the office door and the low murmur of voices.

“Excuse us a minute, won’t you, Val,” Connie said. Nikki heard the clack of shoes and the office door close. She frowned again, pondering everything she’d just heard. A puff of cigarette smoke drifted past her face.

“Didn’t your mother ever tell you not to eavesdrop?” said a smooth voice.

Nikki looked up to find a woman sitting on the edge of the window frame. She was dangling one leg outside the window. Her boots were black and shiny with a pointy toe, of the variety Nikki’s mother referred to as “Hey, sailor” boots. Nikki’s gaze followed the boot up the leg covered in black slacks, to a trim torso in a white shirt, and then farther up to a head of sleek black hair and brown eyes under perfectly arched brows. It was difficult to tell how old she was—late thirties to mid-forties was Nikki’s best guess.

“I wasn’t eavesdropping. I was . . .” Nikki coughed.

“Yes?” said the older woman, clearly amused.

“I was information gathering.”

“Oh, really? Gather anything interesting?”

“Yes, I learned that my team leader sucks and we should have done it my way.”

“Get a new team leader,” Valerie said with a laugh.

“Can’t. They’re chosen every couple of weeks, and the time isn’t up yet.”

“Well, it looks like you can kiss your SWAT grade goodbye then, doesn’t it?” Val said, taking another drag of her cigarette.

Nikki frowned. She didn’t like her choices. “There has to be another way,” she said.

“There is,” Val assured her, and Nikki wrinkled her nose trying to see what Valerie saw. “Don’t strain your brain, kid. I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”

“I guess if I could get Dina to resign,” said Nikki tentatively.

“Now you’re thinking, but better yet, why don’t you just trip her on the obstacle course and ‘accidentally’ bust her ankle?”

“I couldn’t do that!” Nikki exclaimed, shocked.

“I’m just teasing! Relax. Jeez,” said Valerie, exhaling another puff of smoke.

She hadn’t sounded like she’d been teasing, but Nikki decided not to argue.

“There really isn’t a way to get rid of her,” said Nikki dejectedly.

“Sure, there is. Slip her a mickey. Just give her a little something to send her to the infirmary for the day, and you’ll be golden.”

“Well, as tempting as the idea of making Dina puke her guts out is, I’m pretty sure it’s against the rules,” said Nikki, trying to repress a smile.

“I don’t think it’s specified,” disagreed Valerie.

“Because they didn’t think anyone would do it,” Nikki answered tartly.

“Well, you can just wait for me to flunk you if you want.” The woman shrugged and tossed her cigarette butt into the flowerbed. “Up to you.” She smirked and pulled the window closed. Walking slowly, Nikki entered the house. She was about to approach the receptionist when she saw Mr. M waving at her from the front hall.

“Mr. M!” Nikki exclaimed, hugging him. “I’m so glad to see you! How are you? Did you manage to get par on that hole?”

“Below par!” he said happily, and Nikki grinned, throwing up her hands triumphantly. “I know!” he said, agreeing with her unspoken congratulations.

“Not that I’m not happy to see you, but what are you doing here?” she asked. “Aside from bringing me the victorious news, of course.”

“Ah,” he said, and reached into a paper grocery bag he was carrying. He pulled out her hairbrush. “And it looks like I didn’t get here a moment too soon,” he said, tugging at her messy ponytail.

She laughed. “I knew I lost it somewhere,” she said, batting his hand away and taking the brush.

“Left it at our house with some T-shirts. Housekeeper found ’em,” he said, holding out the bag for her to take.

“You didn’t have to bring them yourself!” she said, touched by his thoughtfulness. “You could have sent them with Mrs. M.”

“Yes, but I wanted to see how you were getting on. Are you having a good time? Are you making friends? Did you get to ride the ponies?” Nikki laughed as he dropped his voice into an overly cute grandfatherly tone.

“I met some nice girls,” Nikki said, pitching her voice a bit higher to go with the joke. “I really like Jenny and Ellen.” She really did feel like she was talking about summer camp. And after arts and crafts we rode the ponies, but the mean girl put bugs in our shoes.

“And some not so nice people?” he asked perceptively, dropping the cute voice.

“Yes, our team leader, Dina,” Nikki confided, flopping down on one of the chairs. Mr. M followed suit. “We’re afraid she’ll make us flunk.” Discouragement colored her tone. “She’s really terrible. Everyone thinks so. I think she’s actually pretty smart, book smart anyway. She doesn’t seem very good with the everyday stuff like broccoli.” Mr. M made a puzzled expression, but Nikki continued. “She won’t listen to suggestions because she thinks she has everything all figured out, and if she weren’t so freaking cocky I’d think she had low self-esteem or something.”

“Fire her,” he suggested.

“I don’t think you can fire the team leader,” Nikki said.

“Sure, you can. Just calmly tell her that you are unhappy with her leadership and that you have decided to take the team in another direction.”

“I couldn’t do that!” exclaimed Nikki, almost as shocked as if he’d suggested breaking Dina’s ankle. “I can’t be boss.”

“Being boss is just being the first person willing to do something. And being a good boss is being open to suggestions. You can do that.” Nikki looked doubtful, but he grinned broadly and nodded encouragingly.

“I’ll think about it,” she said, wondering if she could tell Ellen to be the boss.

“Hello, Nikki,” Mrs. Merrivel said, coming out of a back office.

“Hello, Mrs. Merrivel.” Nikki stood up with a slight guilty twitch.

“Hey, sweet pea,” Mr. M said, leaning down to kiss his wife on the cheek. Mrs. M gracefully inclined her cheek upward and slipped her arm around his waist.

“Did you give Nikki her letter?”

“Letter?” asked Nikki, looking at the pair of them.

“Letter!” he exclaimed, smacking his forehead with his palm. “Clean forgot about it. It’s in the bag. Your mother forwarded it to us.”

“Oh,” Nikki said, reaching into the brown paper grocery bag with her clothes in it. The letter had been placed on top of her neatly folded and laundered shirts, along with her brush. The letter now smelled faintly of fabric softener.

The envelope had been forwarded from their Canadian P.O. box to the house in Tacoma, where her mother, always the penny pincher and still irritated about Nikki’s abrupt departure, had crossed out the Washington address and written, “No longer at this address,” in a tight, cramped script. Beneath that she had written in the Merrivels’ address. Nikki squinted at the smudged return address and felt her heart skip a beat as she saw the name Z’EV CORALLES written in bold, block letters, along with a Canadian postmark.

“I didn’t have time to tell my friends where I was going or where to write me,” Nikki lied, trying not to breathe hard, and hoping that the Merrivels wouldn’t question her any further.

“They can write to a P.O. box here at the ranch,” Mrs. Merrivel said helpfully. “They usually distribute the mail once a week. Ask the girl at the desk on the way out; she can give you the address.”

“I’ll do that,” promised Nikki. “And thanks for bringing me my stuff, Mr. M. I really appreciate it.”

“Of course!” he said cheerfully.

There was an awkward moment as she hugged Mr. M goodbye and wasn’t sure whether to hug Mrs. M or not, but Mrs. Merrivel solved the problem by stepping in and enfolding her briefly in a light lavender-scented embrace before letting Nikki escape. As she hurried down the path to the dorms at a pace approaching a trot, Nikki’s only thought was to get to the privacy of her room as soon as possible and open that letter.


CALIFORNIA IV

Shooting Script

Nikki rushed inside and up the stairs to her room. Sitting on the bed, she took out the envelope again. It was too big for a regular letter, and thicker besides; it had to be some sort of card. Slitting the envelope with her nail file, she pulled out a pale blue greeting card. There was a drawing of two pairs of shoes on the cover: a girl’s pair of dancing slippers and men’s lace-up business dress shoes. Between them was a pair of interlocking gold rings. Nikki laughed; it was an anniversary card.

Inside, the message read, “We make a pretty great pair! Happy Anniversary!” Under the preprinted words, Z’ev had written in the same strong block letters from the envelope: TO MY FAVORITE WIFE: THANKS! LOVE ALWAYS, Z’EV.

“Jackass,” murmured Nikki softly, falling back onto her bed and staring up at the ceiling. What was the matter with him? He could find her address but not her phone number?

“Nikki?” Ellen asked, appearing in the doorway. She was carrying Nikki’s dinner plate. “Is everything all right? Did you want your dinner?”

“Oh,” said Nikki, sitting up. “Uh, yes, thanks.”

“I brought you a Co-Cola,” said Jenny, shortening the name Southern style and holding up a can of Coke.

“Thanks,” Nikki said, shoving the card under her mattress and reaching for the dinner plate. She knew Jenny and Ellen had noticed the maneuver, but she didn’t want to explain the complicated set of circumstances that had led to an anniversary card being delivered to an unmarried woman.

“So, are we still up for shooting?” she asked, hoping to divert their attention.

“Yeah, absolutely,” Jenny agreed, nodding.

“Cool,” Nikki said, shoving her remaining piece of chicken into her roll and reaching for the soda pop. “Let’s go.”

With the sun sinking lower behind them, Jenny, Nikki, and Ellen trooped out to the gun range. Jenny and Ellen carried several handguns apiece. Nikki munched on her makeshift sandwich.

“So, is there a reason you guys brought ten guns?” Nikki asked as they walked.

“We didn’t bring ten. We brought . . .” Jenny paused to count. “Six.”

“OK, so why did we bring six?” Nikki said absentmindedly, still pondering Z’ev’s note.

“Because it’s important to know the basics of how guns function. And once you know that, you can apply that knowledge and fire accurately with any gun. Are you ever going to tell us who came to visit you?” demanded Jenny, abruptly switching topics.

“Hush!” Ellen said. “Maybe it’s bad news and she doesn’t want to talk about it.”

“If she doesn’t talk about it, we can’t help her fix it!”

They both turned to Nikki, their eyes filled with speculative curiosity.
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