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Out o’ luck…

I didn’t know what the castle had looked like before the renovation, but the end result was stunning. The room was the size of a basketball court. Four velvet boudoir chairs were arranged around the stone fireplace, and hanging over the mantel was a gilt-framed oil painting of some ancient lord astride a horse.

A light tap at my door.

“I’m sorry to bother you, dear,” Nana apologized. “But do you suppose you could come downstairs?”

“Is there a problem with your room?”

“Just a small one. There’s a dead body in it.”
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Chapter 1



The guidebook says the weather in Ireland is normally wet, except when it isn’t, which can be often, or not often at all. The sun can shine, mostly when it’s not raining, but it rains most of the time, except when it doesn’t.

In other words, the weather in Ireland is a metaphor for my life.

I’m Emily Andrew, twenty-nine-year-old once-married working girl with a degree in theater arts, currently employed as escort for a bank-sponsored group of Iowa senior citizens on a ten-day tour of the Emerald Isle.

Going back to my weather metaphor, my life had been sunny when I’d moved to New York City after receiving my B.A., married fellow actor, Jack Potter, and landed a part in a Broadway play. The rain started when Jack began wearing my underwear. The deluge hit when he left me a note one night telling me he was running off with his leading man’s understudy.

When the shock wore off, I did what any native Midwesterner with no money to pay Big Apple apartment rent would do. I moved back to my hometown of Windsor City, Iowa, had the marriage annulled, and found a job where I could use my acting skills. Phone solicitation.

For three years I was the premier fund-raiser for Playgrounds for Tots, until the president of the organization was arrested for fraud because there was no organization.

He went to jail. I went to Europe. Not as a fugitive from justice. I had a long-standing commitment to be my grandmother’s companion on a seniors’ tour of Switzerland, so off I went, hoping to ease my jobless woes by experiencing the vacation of a lifetime.

It turned out to be an experience, all right. We were promised temperatures in the seventies. Spectacular views of the Alps. Gourmet cuisine. What we got was bone-chilling cold. Dense fog. A steady diet of cornflakes. And three dead guests.

The one ray of sunshine on the trip was that I met the man of my dreams. Etienne Miceli, the police inspector who investigated the three deaths. He’s everything my first husband wasn’t. Forthright. Dependable. Heterosexual. We’ve been communicating by phone and e-mail for eight months now, and you might say our relationship is at a crossroads. It’s too intense not to be together. But he lives in Switzerland. I live in Iowa. See what I mean about my life? Rain. Sun. Rain. Sun. Not unlike the weather in Ireland.

“Dublin’s nothin’ like I imagined,” said my grandmother. Her voice vibrated as we jounced down one of Dublin’s most traveled thoroughfares in the back of a horse-drawn carriage. Nana was known as “a sport” in her retirement village back in Iowa. She’d won millions in the Minnesota lottery the day my grampa passed away, so in her golden years, she had the means to go anywhere and do anything, and she was taking full advantage of the opportunity. “Is it like you imagined, Emily?”

“I imagined rain.” I peered skyward in search of storm clouds, but found only a brilliant wash of blue. Windex blue. Like Etienne’s eyes. I sighed with the thought. In Dublin for five hours and already I was suffering the first pangs of loneliness. I needed to snap out of it, else it would be a very long ten days.

Our hackney driver tipped his head to the right. “Shaint Shtephen’s Green,” he said in a lilting brogue. “Firsht enclosed in 1664. Twenty-two acres of manicured lawn, ponds, and quiet in the middle of Ireland’s busiest shity.”

Cute accent, but he could use some speech therapy for the lisp.

“Remember that statue a Molly Malone?” Nana whispered, referring to the shapely bronze sculpture we’d seen on an earlier walk down Grafton Street. “Why do you s’pose they made her so bosomy? Did you see the cleavage? I bet she was wearin’ one of them push-up brassieres. Probably where she got that nickname,‘Tart with a Cart.’”

“Wait a minute. I wear a push-up bra, and I’m not a tart.”

Nana patted my knee. “Of course you’re not, dear. You marry the men you sleep with. I think that’s very commendable. Oh, look! A double-decker bus. I’ve always wanted to ride in one of those. Haven’t you?”

I’d never given public transportation much thought. What I really wanted was to be one of the great stage actresses of the century. Windsor City boasted only a small community theater, so the odds were against me, but I remained optimistic. Entering a new century had given me an extra hundred years to make a success of myself.

“Easy, Nell.” Our driver steadied his horse as she chafed against her traces. “She’s frishky today. To your left is the Shelbourne Hotel.” He guided us past the elegant redbrick building where our tour group was scheduled to spend its first night in Ireland. “Built in 1824. They sherve a brilliant afternoon tea in the Lord Mayor’s Lounge at half-three.”

The wrought-iron railings and flower-glutted window boxes reminded me of the quaint little hotel where Jack and I had honeymooned so many years ago, and, recalling our wedding night, I smiled. Poor Jack. He’d possessed the extraordinary good looks of a Greek god but the brain chemistry of a Greek goddess. And it had taken me only two years to figure it out. Am I a quick study or what? I hoped he’d found happiness with his partner, living in upstate New York, laying kitchen tile, but that didn’t seem the kind of existence that would make him happy. Jack was happiest when he was onstage, sporting layers of pancake makeup and eyeliner. But he was probably happier now than when he’d been married to me. And so was I. Mostly because I didn’t have to share my underwear anymore.

As we rounded the north corner of St. Stephen’s Green, I sat back in my seat, soaking up the Dublin atmosphere. The hordes of people. The crush of traffic. The blare of horns. The stench of diesel fumes.

“Do you smell that?” Nana asked suddenly.

“Diesel. Must be the fuel of choice over here.”

“That’s not it. Smells more like”—she inhaled deeply—“alcohol.” She plucked her guidebook out of her Golden Irish Vacations tour bag and flipped through the pages. “I remember readin’ there’s a Guinness brewery nearby, and they give away free samples at the Hopstore.”

“But Guinness is dark beer. You don’t like dark beer. You don’t like beer, period.”

“I know, dear, but I like free samples. Look here, the Guinness brewery is number seventeen on the map. Maybe our driver could drop us off if we pass by. Should we ask?”

I gave her one of my patented “It can’t hurt” shrugs and leaned forward, tapping the driver on his back. “Excuse me. If we pass the Guinness brewery, could you—”

In the next instant he slumped forward and landed on the floor of the carriage with a thump.

Nana gasped. “You didn’t need to push him, Emily. A polite tap would a worked.”

“I didn’t push him! Oh, my God. What’s wrong with him? Is he dead? He can’t be dead. This can’t be happening again!” I’d discovered those three dead bodies on the last tour we’d taken. If it happened on this trip, too, I’d be labeled a jinx and could probably kiss my tour escort job good-bye.

We popped out of our seats for a better look. “Does he look dead to you?” I asked.

“All’s I can tell from this angle is that he’s bald.”

“I’ll check his pulse.”

“No!” yelled Nana. “Grab the reins!”

My gaze fell on the leather straps that were slithering out of the driver’s hand. I lunged across the back of the seat, arm extended, but they disappeared over the dashboard before I could seize them. I looked at Nana. Nana looked at me.

“Uh-oh,” I said. The carriage swayed suddenly, then lurched forward as Nell discovered her head. With no driver to guide her, she broke away from her traditional route, jumped the curb, and shot down the sidewalk at a full gallop. BUMPITY-BUMP. BUMPITY-BUMP. Nana tumbled back into her seat. I clutched the driver’s seat for support. Pedestrians leaped out of the way at our approach. Into bushes. Onto the hoods of parked cars. People gawked. People pointed. I saw a group of Japanese tourists crowding the sidewalk ahead of us. “Get out of the way!” I screamed, flailing my arms. “Move!”

I heard excited chatter and a symphonic click of camera shutters as we screeched around them on two wheels and swerved onto the main walkway of St. Stephen’s Green.

“Do somethin’!” Nana bellowed at me.

“Like what?”

“Make the horse stop!”

“That wasn’t part of my training!” On the other hand, if the horse were choking, drowning, or needed CPR, I’d be your girl.

“Cowboys did it in the old movies all the time!” Nana yelled. “Jump on her back and grab her reins. I’d do it myself if I wasn’t wearin’ my good panty hose.”

I knew nothing about horses. I was from Iowa. I knew about seed corn, which wasn’t really helpful in this situation. I did have an idea though. “HELP!” I cried. “Somebody help us!”

The park became a blur of trees, shrubs, and flower beds as Nell raced across a lush stretch of lawn that looked like the course at Pebble Beach, only without the ocean view. Fat clods of grass flew left and right beneath her hooves. Divots here. Divots there. BUMPITY-BUMP. BUMPITY-BUMP. Uh-oh. This wasn’t good. Parents grabbed their children and ran for cover. Oh, my God. What if we plowed into someone and killed them?

I craned my neck to peek at our driver again. The violent jostling was causing his body to skid toward the open end of the carriage. One major dip in the terrain, and he’d shoot out of the vehicle like a log out of a flume.

I needed to do something.

“Look at that pretty circle a red flowers up ahead,” Nana said in a high vibrato, as we approached a major intersection of pathways. “Be nice to stop for a picture.”

We were beyond them before I had time to blink.

“I don’t mean to complain, dear, but we’re missin’ all the good photo opportunities.”

I scrambled over the backrest of the driver’s seat, crouching precariously on the cushion. “Whoa, Nellie!” I yelled.

THUMP-THUMP. The carriage pitched sharply to the right, bouncing the driver across the floor. I grabbed a fistful of his jacket to keep him from falling out. I looked up.

Dead ahead was a stand of trees, and Nell was racing straight toward them. “Hold on tight!” I yelled to Nana.

I ducked low on the seat. WHUP-WHUP! WHUP-WHUP! Foliage thrashed the sides of the carriage as we whipped between two trees. I heard an ominous creak. I opened one eye to see what was ahead.

Oh, no.

We hit the pond at breakneck speed and hurdled the concrete lip like one of the losing drivers in the chariot race in Ben Hur. Off flew a front wheel. Off flew a back wheel. Creeeeek! KABOOM! The sudden stop catapulted me off the seat and into the air. I landed on my back in a foot of water that shot up my nose all the way to my brain. Snorting, sputtering, and blinded by streams of nonwater-proof mascara, I jackknifed upward to hear a man shout, “You there! There’s no swimming allowed in the pond!”

I let out a startled yelp as our driver’s body sluiced out of the carriage and landed eyeball-to-eyeball on top of me.

“That goes for him too!” the man added.

Most single women who visit Ireland probably dream of having their bones jumped by an Irishman as witty as Oscar Wilde, as inspiring as William Butler Yeats, and as handsome as Pierce Brosnan. That my bones were being jumped by a short, bald guy who didn’t appear to be breathing was fairly typical of the direction in which my life was headed. All that was missing was the freelance photographer who would snap my picture and sell it to a tabloid newspaper. I could see the headlines now: TOUR ESCORT HAS SEX WITH DEAD MAN IN POND! That would go over really well in Windsor City.

It was at that moment that I heard the unmistakable whirr of Nana’s new Polaroid OneStep camera. “Smile, dear!”

 

“Here’s one of the pond in Saint Stephen’s Green.” Nana handed Tilly Hovick a photograph as we stood at the front desk of the Shelbourne Hotel, waiting for our room keys. Tilly was a retired professor of anthropology at Iowa State University, and was slated to be Nana’s roommate for the duration of the tour.

“Interesting composition,” Tilly said as she inspected the Polaroid through the magnifying glass that hung around her neck. “Who is that man lying on top of Emily?”

“Our driver. He passed out and crashed us into the pond. Then he fell on top of her. We thought for sure he was dead. Then his cell phone rang, and he answered it. He would’ve laid right there talkin’, too, if Emily hadn’t done somethin’.” Nana handed Tilly a second photograph. “This one’s of Emily kneein’ the driver in his privates.” And a third. “This is the driver curled up in pain after Emily kneed ’im. And you can see there, he’s still talkin’ on his cell phone. That was pretty impressive.”

“What caused him to pass out?” asked Tilly. “Seizure?”

“Sloshed,” said Nana. She handed Tilly a final photo. “This is the policeman who dragged Emily outta the pond and gave her a written warnin’ for swimmin’ in an unauthorized area.”

Tilly, who made ordinary mortals quake with her legendary bluntness and direct stares, stabbed a long finger at the policeman’s photo. “Did you get his name? We should march right down to the Garda Station and file a complaint. This situation was not Emily’s fault. She was treated unfairly.” She turned to me. “And if I were you, I’d sue the carriage company for damages. Look at you. You look like one of the contestants on Survivor.”

I caught a glimpse of myself in the gilt-framed mirror decorating the lobby wall. Ehhh. My dark brown hair was a wild, dripping mop of corkscrew curls. Mascara circled my eyes. My new rayon blouse and skirt clung to my five-foot-five-inch frame in a series of wet, misshapen folds. I didn’t look as good as a Survivor contestant. I looked more like “Alice Cooper Meets Xena, Warrior Princess.”

Nana regarded Tilly with a twinkle in her eye. “You watch Survivor?”

“Reality television, Marion. Anthropology for the masses. I think of it as a modern version of Margaret Mead’s Coming of Age in Samoa without the monographic analysis.”

“I think of it as Days of Our Lives without the script.”

Tilly looked pensive. “I hadn’t thought of it that way, but in a sense, you’re perfectly right. That’s a very astute observation. Do you have a favorite contestant?”

I’d been concerned that Tilly and Nana wouldn’t be compatible as roommates. Tilly had a Ph.D. Nana had an eighth-grade education. Tilly was five-foot-eleven, built like a beanpole, and carried a fancy walking stick. Nana was four-foot-ten, built like a fire hydrant, and carried a really big handbag. Tilly had never married. Nana had been married to the same man for over fifty years. Survivor was the only thing they had in common, but, come to think of it, that was probably a lot more than most married couples had in common. Heck, they’d probably become fast friends.

I waved my arm to catch the notice of a desk clerk. My appearance was making me nervous. I needed to change my clothes before someone issued me a written warning for shedding water in an unauthorized area. “The key to room four-ten, please? And I’m in something of a hurry.”

Bernice Zwerg shuffled up to us at the front desk and looked me up and down. “Is this a new look for you, or did you find another body of water to fall into?” Bernice had the body of a rubber chicken, a dowager’s hump that made her clothes hang funny, and a voice that screamed of eight packs of Marlboros a day before she’d finally kicked the habit. She’d accompanied us on our earlier tour to Switzerland, so we had history.

I narrowed my eyes at her. “I was a victim of circumstance.”

She flashed me a tight little smile that said she’d heard that one before. “I thought you’d want to know that the other bus just arrived from the airport.”

Since our flight from Des Moines had arrived so early, the tour company had bused us the short distance to our hotel rather than make us wait at the airport for the other flights to arrive. We were expecting a contingent of people from the East Coast and a few stragglers from the Continent to add their numbers to the twenty Iowans I was escorting.

“I heard a bunch of people from New York will be joining us,” Bernice continued with a sour look. “They’ll probably be loud. And pushy.”

Which meant Bernice would fit in with them just fine.

“What have you got there?” Bernice asked, snatching the photos from Tilly’s hands. She flipped through them quickly. “Looks like Emily having sex with a dead guy in some pond.”

“He wasn’t dead,” Nana objected. “Emily would never engage in necrophilia, would you, dear?”

I shook my head, remembering those occasions when making love to Jack had been like having sex with a corpse. But we’d been married, so in my case, the necrophilia was legitimate.

“How come you don’t have a digital camera?” Bernice asked Nana, handing the photos back. “Polaroids are old technology.”

“I’m waitin’ for the price to come down,” Nana said in a no-nonsense tone. She might be a millionaire, but her Midwestern frugality still reared its ugly head from time to time.

“Room four-ten,” the desk clerk said, handing me my key.

“I’m going up to change, so I’ll see you later,” I said to Nana.

Bernice gave us a squinty look. “What? You two aren’t rooming together?”

“Escorts get rooms by themselves,” said Nana, “so I’m roomin’ with Tilly.”

“Tilly?” Bernice sucked in her cheeks. “When I asked you to room with me, you said you already had a roommate, so I assumed it was Emily. You never said you were rooming with Tilly. I’m supposed to be your best friend, Marion. What’s the matter? I’m not good enough for you anymore?”

“Tilly asked me first.”

“Oh, I get it. It’s on account of the mashed peas, isn’t it?”

Back in December, Nana had slipped on some mashed peas on the floor of the senior center and bruised her tail-bone. She’d had to sit on an inflatable doughnut during the entire holiday season, which didn’t work out too well during midnight mass, when my nephew punched a hole in it with his Moses action figure with authentic scale-model staff. All Nana could say was that we were lucky David hadn’t brought his G.I. Joe. Joe carried his own grenade launcher.

“I don’t blame you for that at all, Bernice, but you were the person in charge a cleanin’ the floor after the Christmas luncheon. And you didn’t do it.”

“Couldn’t be helped. I had to leave early to catch the bus to the casino. But you know about the pea situation. Every time we have a luncheon for the low vision people, they leave mashed peas all over the place. How come you don’t serve a vegetable they can see? You’re on the food committee. You ever think about serving broccoli spears?”

Hmm. My guess was, Bernice was going to be the first one voted off the island.

Thinking it might be best if the ladies mediated this themselves, I waved to Nana and slipped away. As I headed to the elevator, I looked toward the lobby to find a troupe of people muscling their way through the front door behind a willowy blonde who was all legs and teeth. Ashley Overlock. Our tour guide. She’d introduced herself to us at the airport in a voice that dripped Southern charm, then sent us on our way, but the men were still suffering palpitations from the initial meeting.

I shook my head. Men were so blind. Couldn’t they see all her phony reconstruction? I ticked off the list. Bleached blond hair. Collagen-injected lips. Capped teeth. Silicone-enhanced breasts. Acrylic nails, or maybe they were silk wraps. I couldn’t tell from this distance. Her legs started at her neck and were definitely her own, but wearing those spike heels was bound to give her varicose veins. In a few years she’d be forced to wear support hose under that six-inch miniskirt of hers; then we’d see how many heads she turned. Of course, there was one benefit to the support hose. She wouldn’t have to shave her legs so often.

The commotion in the lobby continued as every male with traceable testosterone found an excuse to mill around Ashley. Scarlett O’Hara at the barbecue. Geesch. The scene made me grateful I wasn’t one of the beautiful people. The ogling. The gawking. The fawning. How did she stand it?

“Y’all need to proceed to the front desk to pick up your room keys,” I heard her call out. “No, I don’t need assistance. Y’all just take care of yourselves. Yes, I already have plans for dinner. No, you don’t need to know my room number. The front desk is right through there. Just keep moving.”

I pressed the elevator button and sidled up to a plant, hoping to camouflage myself as a potted palm while the tour guests swarmed the front desk area. A full five minutes later, the door opened and I scooted inside the car, followed by a woman who announced, “Fourth floor,” as if I were the elevator operator. And she didn’t say please. She obviously wasn’t from the Midwest. My guess was…New Jersey.

The doors glided shut. The elevator hummed to life. “Are you on your way to a costume party?” she asked as she lounged against the handrail. It didn’t help my mood any that she was a gorgeous brunette with the most exquisitely applied makeup I’d ever seen. Razor-thin eyeliner above and below the eyes. Lips perfectly outlined and stained. Foundation and blush that made her complexion appear luminous. I knew of only two groups of people with the expertise to apply makeup so precisely: makeup artists and Texans. I revised my first opinion. Okay, she was from New Jersey by way of Dallas.

“I don’t always look like this,” I said. “My mascara ran.”

“It’s a shade too dark for you anyway. Brown would be better. Have you ever had your colors done? My guess is you’re an autumn.”

This was handy. Take an elevator ride. Get an instant color analysis. I wondered if this was part of the tour package.

She smiled. I smiled. I lowered my gaze to the floor. Whoa! She had the biggest feet I’d ever seen, but great shoes. She must have to order out of a catalog.

“Emily?” she said suddenly.

I checked to see if I was wearing a name tag. Nope. How did she know my name? I exchanged glances with her, thinking she looked vaguely familiar, but unable to identify her. “I’m Emily, but I’m afraid I don’t know who you are.”

“Emily!” She rushed at me, smothering my face with kisses and enveloping me in her arms. “It’s me! You don’t recognize me, do you. It’s Jack! Well, Jackie now.”

I tried not to look as confused as I felt.

“Jack Potter!” the woman burbled. “Remember? Your ex-husband.”








Chapter 2



“Jack?” Oh, my God. He was dressed like a flaming drag queen. I looked him up and down, my jaw hanging slack at his transformation. The hair on his forearms had completely disappeared. Had to have been a professional wax job because Jack had boasted the forearms of a gorilla. Ouch. And what was more startling, he sported a flowing mane of chestnut hair, huge breasts, a wasp waist, and fingernails like lions’ teeth. He wore a little peach silk number that hugged his body like Cling Wrap and had Lord & Taylor written all over it. No denying it. Jack Potter had a real knack for cross-dressing. “Well, would you look at you,” I sputtered, snapping my jaw back into place. “You…you changed your hair color.”

“Just some henna highlights,” he said, primping in the elevator’s mirrored paneling. “My hair needed more pizazz, so it was either a short, sassy Sharon Stone cut or the highlights.” He studied his reflection. “You don’t think it makes too much of a statement, do you?”

This was so Jack. He was perched on four-inch stiletto heels and worried that his hair color might attract too much notice. “Your hair looks lovely, Jack. It’s you. Definitely you. So what in the world are you doing in Dublin? Did you find a gig as a female impersonator in one of the local theaters?”

“Impersonator, nothing! Honey, I’m the real thing. Feel these puppies.” He grabbed my hands and plopped them onto his breasts. “Go ahead. Give ’em a squeeze. Are they perky or what?”

“Jack!” I snatched my hands away. “You shouldn’t be asking people on elevators to squeeze your breasts.”

“But you’re not ‘people,’ Emily. You’re my ex-wife. You’ve seen me naked. Okay, then. You don’t have to touch them, but do you want to see them? They’re pretty spectacular.” He started unbuttoning his blouse.

“No, I don’t want to see them! And what do you mean they’re real? Oh, my God. You’ve been popping those breast-enhancing herbs that Nana says are advertised on the E! television network.” I gave his bustline a serious look. “Wow. That stuff really works, and it’s not even FDA approved.”

He fisted his hand on his hip and gave me an exasperated look. “They’re real, Emily. And they have nothing to do with herbal remedies. It’s all hormone therapy. I wasn’t gay after all. This is so cool. Are you ready? I’ve had sex reassignment surgery!”

I stared blankly. “Excuse me?”

“Sex reassignment surgery. It’s the new politically correct jargon. Maybe it hasn’t reached the Midwest yet. Okay, how about…I’m a transsexual!”

A transsexual? As in crossing over from one gender to another? As in my ex-husband had undergone a sex change? Oh, this was nice. Nana had never understood the concept of being gay. I was dying to explain transsexuality to her.

“I’ve had all the surgery, and taken all the hormones, and this is the result.” He struck a coquettish pose that made me realize he looked better in a skirt than I did. “I’m so happy, Emily. This is who I was always meant to be. I get to do all that exciting girl stuff now. Bikini waxes. Electrolysis. Mammograms.”

Yup. Three of my favorites. “Aren’t you a little young for mammograms? You’re only a year older than I am.”

“Well, I haven’t had one yet, but I can have a baseline in only five years. I can hardly wait.”

Right. Slap your breast onto a glass plate so it can be crushed like a grape in a wine press. I was looking forward to that too.

“You want to know the best thing about being a woman, Emily?”

In Jack’s present state of mind, there could be only one answer. “PMS?”

“No. The best thing is, I know where everything is. Remember how when we were married, I could never find anything, even when you told me exactly where it was? That doesn’t happen anymore. I put something down, I know where I left it, even if it’s days later. It’s uncanny. Of course, I can’t parallel park worth a damn anymore. Guess that’s what happens when you trade in your penis for a uterus.”

“You have a uterus?”

“Sure I have a uterus.” He paused thoughtfully. “At least, I think I have a uterus.” He frowned. “Maybe not. To tell you the truth, I have so much new equipment down there, I’m not sure what I have. But something’s sure caused my spatial intelligence to take a hike.”

Maybe there was a more simple explanation. “When’s the last time you had your eyes checked, Jack?”

“If you wouldn’t mind, Emily. It’s not ‘Jack’ anymore. It’s ‘Jackie.’ Jackie Thum.”

“Thum? Is that your stage name?”

“I didn’t tell you!” He flashed a diamond ring the size of a walnut in front of my face. “I eloped two days ago. Thum is my married name. I’m on my honeymoon!”

I was overcome by one of those feelings that had Maalox Plus written all over it. How typical was this? My ex-husband has a sex change, grows his own set of knockers, and finds a husband before I do. I might as well jump out a twenty-story window now and get it over with. I eyed the floor indicator above the elevator door. Just my luck. The Shelbourne had only six floors.

“We’d planned to have a big December wedding, but I won an Irish vacation in a theater raffle, so we decided to elope and use the trip as our honeymoon. The only annoying thing is, the invisible print on the raffle ticket specified that the winners be booked on some seniors’ tour, so we’re rubbing shoulders with a bunch of old-timers from Brooklyn. No wonder the raffle tickets were so cheap.”

“Seniors’ tour?” Uh-oh. I was getting a bad feeling about this.

“Something called Golden Irish Vacations. Have you heard of it?”

I struggled not to wince. “Yeah, I’ve heard of it. I’m on it.”

“Get out of here! You are? Did you win a raffle too?”

“Actually, it’s my job. I arrange tours for a local bank’s senior’s travel club members; then I get to accompany them on the trip. It’s a great gig. I spend a few months in an office arranging travel packages through competing national tour companies; then this is my reward.”

“You’re a tour guide?”

“Not a guide. An escort. I’m along to cater to the Iowans if they have medical problems, need assistance with phone calls, stuff like that.”

He lunged at me, smothering me in another bone-crushing bear hug. “Isn’t this bitchin’? We get to spend another honeymoon together. Remember our first one, Emily? That quaint little hotel? I can see it all now. We splurged and ordered room service. You had Oysters Rockefeller. I had a lobster tail.”

I could see it too. I’d had a head cold. He’d had a dick.

The elevator pinged to a stop at the fourth floor. The door glided open. Jack strutted into the hall like a beauty pageant contestant on a runway, head bobbing, hips swinging, boobs bouncing, and even though the carpet was slippery as a hockey rink, he was as surefooted as a mountain goat in his snakeskin stiletto heels.

“I don’t see how you can wear those things,” I said, nodding toward his shoes.

“You object to snakeskin? Please tell me you haven’t joined one of those ‘reptilian rights’ groups. Those people are seriously demented, Emily. If it was left up to them, all footwear would be made of nonbreathable material, like brick. Brick! Can you imagine? I mean, I have hardwood floors.”

“No, I don’t see how you can walk in them without falling over. It usually takes years of practice.”

“Honey, I’ve been waiting all my life to wear these things. Turns out I have a shoe fetish.” He checked the room numbers listed on the wall and pointed to his right.

“I’m this way.”

I strutted along beside him, feeling the need to reminisce about the good ole days. “Remember when your only fetish was lingerie?”

“Yeah. I used to love those satin bikinis you bought. They fit so much better than the Fruit of the Looms you used to buy me. But I have a drawer full of satin undies now, so I’ve moved on to footwear. You should see my closet, Emily. I make the Sex and the City girls look like rank amateurs in the shoe department. Here I am. Room four-twelve. Where are you located?”

I held up my key so he could see the number.

“Room four-ten? Right next door?” He clapped his hands. “Just like a college dormitory! Only, I should warn you, Emily, it might get a little loud in here later on. If you hear screams and moans, don’t be naughty and put your ear to the wall.” He wagged his manicured finger at me in a scolding motion. “No fair listening. Remember, I’m on my honeymoon.”

I unlocked my room and closed the door behind me. I wouldn’t tell him that the last person I heard screaming and moaning in a hotel room turned up dead the next morning.

But that wouldn’t happen again…I hoped.

 

The Shelbourne was a grand old hotel, and I’d snagged one of the plum rooms that overlooked St. Stephen’s Green. As I scrubbed mascara from my face in the shower, I pondered our incredible good luck at staying here for even one night. Months earlier, the Vacations agent had informed me that because of the great rates they’d negotiated at a castle in the northern part of the republic, we could afford to splurge on one night in Dublin. I didn’t know about anyone else’s accommodations, but I was certainly thrilled with the choice. My room was spacious, the mattress firm, the decor elegant. If I swore off food for the rest of the trip, I might even be able to afford one of the liquor miniatures kept under lock and key in the minibar.

I turbaned my hair in a towel and was searching for my mousse when I heard a BANG! BANG! BANG! on my door. Great. The interruptions were starting already. I knew that’s what I was being paid to deal with, but couldn’t my Iowans at least wait until I had some clothes on?

Tightening the belt of my bathrobe, I marched across the floor and then took a long look through the peephole. I threw the door open. “What can I do for you, Bernice?”

“You gotta do something.” She barreled into my room like a runaway freight train, then pulled up short, looking around. “Nice place. Guess it pays to be on the bank’s payroll. What would I have to do to get a room like this?”

Acid rose in my stomach at her implication that I was receiving favored status, but I was a professional. I wouldn’t remind her that on our last trip, one of the rooms I occupied didn’t even have windows. “Rooms are assigned at random, Bernice. Maybe you’ll get the room with the view at the castle.”

“Who would I have to sleep with to get an upgrade? Oh, never mind. Can’t use sex as a bargaining chip anymore. In my day we agreed to have sex when we wanted something. You have sex because you enjoy it. Your generation has really screwed up the balance of power for the rest of us. So here’s my problem. All my money’s missing.”

“You were robbed? Oh, my God! When did it happen? Are you all right? Did you get a good look at the thief’s face? Did he take your credit cards too? Tell me exactly what happened.” I ran to the desk for pen and paper. I’d been trained for this. I knew exactly what to do in cases of burglary, robbery, and purse-snatching. You find out all the vital information, then you call the front desk and dump it in their laps. “Tell me when the incident occurred.”

“Yesterday.”

I held my pen in suspended motion above the paper. “But we weren’t here yesterday. You mean, it happened at O’Hare?”

“Before that.”

“How much before?”

“At my house.”

“You were robbed at your house in Windsor City?” This was big news, since the only crime recorded in Windsor City over the past ten years was when Luther Ellis was ticketed for jaywalking. My boss getting sent upriver for fraud didn’t count because he lived in Des Moines.

“I didn’t get robbed,” Bernice whined. “You’re such an alarmist. My traveler’s checks were in the drawer of my nightstand and I walked out of the house without them. I knew I was forgetting something, but when it didn’t turn out to be my bloomers or my teeth, I stopped worrying.”

“Did you read the leaflet I sent out from the bank? I said you should keep all your travel documents together. I said you should make a list so you wouldn’t forget anything. Did you make a list?”

“Of course I made a list. I wrote ‘Buy traveler’s checks.’ So I bought the traveler’s checks. I just forgot to bring them with me.”

My leaflet obviously needed major refinement. “Did you at least bring a credit card with you?”

“Don’t own a credit card. Don’t believe in them. I pay cash on the barrel. So I’m gonna have to borrow some cash from you.”

Section 5 of the Escort’s Manual played back in my head. Never, ever lend money to guests. Statistics prove you’ll never get it back. But what was the alternative? Bernice was a certified pain in the neck, but I couldn’t let her starve.

I grabbed my shoulder bag and pulled out my wallet. “You’ll need to call Mr. Erickson at the bank and have him wire some money to you at our next stop. I only converted a hundred American dollars into Irish punts at the airport, so I don’t have a lot of cash, but this should see you through dinner tonight and lunch tomorrow.” I handed her three bills of varying size, each stamped with a head shot of a different dignitary—a nun, a man wearing Harry Potter glasses, and a guy with a giant balloon head the color of Bazooka bubble gum.

She stared at the bills. “That’s only thirty-five pounds. I need more. We’re in the shopping district.” She eyed my remaining note—the one with a blue-headed man sporting an out-of-control mustache.

“I guess you’ll just have to exercise a little restraint until your money arrives, Bernice.”

“I got grandkids. Restraint won’t cut it.”

Grandkids. I understood grandkids. I wasn’t Ebenezer Scrooge. “Okay. I’ll give you the guy with the blue head and you can give me back the other three.”

She plucked the fifty from my hand and shoved the bill with the balloon-headed man at me. “That should be enough to cover your dinner. My grandkids will be real beholden to you, Emily.”

I noted the denomination of the bill. A twenty. “Wait a minute, Bernice…”

She was in full retreat toward the door. “I saw one of those automatic bank machines right around the corner from here. I hear you can get all the money you want from those things for just a minimal fee. And they’re open all the time. I’ll probably need another small loan tomorrow morning. Before the bus leaves would be nice. And I’d prefer small bills. Thanks, Emily.”

I stared openmouthed at the door. That woman! I was going to strangle her! How come she couldn’t be thoughtful, and polite, and unassuming like the other ladies in the group? How come she always tried to take unfair advantage of every situation? Nana always said there was one in every crowd, and Bernice was certainly the one in ours. UNNNH!

I returned to the bathroom sputtering to myself. I’d have to find an ATM so I could eat lunch tomorrow. Could I handle a financial crisis or what? I’m surprised Alan Greenspan wasn’t knocking down my door in search of fiscal advice.

I continued the search for my mousse. Knock! Knock! Knock! I stuck my head out of the bathroom and glared at the door. Too soon to be Alan Greenspan. Had to be Bernice. She’d probably come back for my 401K.

I stormed across the room and flung open the door. “WHAT?”

He was leaning against the doorjamb, all whipcord muscle and elegance, dressed in a black silk turtleneck and black pleated Italian pants. His hair was gloss black. His eyes were smoke blue and sultry. He gave me a lazy look up and down, then broke into a slow smile as he eyed my waist. My mouth dropped open in surprise as he hooked his forefinger through my belt loop and drew me against him. “Hello, darling,” he whispered in his French/German/Italian accent. “I’ve missed you.”

“Etienne? Oh, my God. Etienne! What are you doing here? You said you were working on a big case. You said you couldn’t get away. You said—”

“I lied.” He covered my lips with his mouth. In one lightning move he spun me around, kicked the door shut, and pressed me against the wall. His tongue entwined with mine. He wedged his knee between my thighs, parted my robe, and braced his hands on my bare hips. This is what I loved about Etienne. He really knew how to get my attention.

“I want to make love to you, Emily. Now.”

I’d been thinking about taking in the brilliant high tea in the Lord Mayor’s Lounge at half-three, but I liked this offer better.

“Okay.” I don’t believe in being coy or playing hard to get. When I fall in love with a man, I like to show it.

I yanked his turtleneck out of his pants, glided my palms up his naked spine, and sucked his tongue halfway down my throat.

Tap tap tap. The door. Again.

I hadn’t had sex since my annulment. I wasn’t hearing anything. I dropped my hands to his waist and fumbled with his belt.

“Are you going to get that?” Etienne rasped.

“Get what?” I unhooked his belt and probed for the metal pull tab of his zipper.

“The door. Someone’s knocking.”

“I don’t hear a thing.” No pull tab. He had a button fly. Unnnh! I grabbed his fly front with both hands and wrenched it apart. Ping! Ping! Ping! Buttons flew in every direction.

Etienne stopped breathing. “Emily, darling, these are new trousers.”

“Not to worry. I have my sewing kit with me.” And, it just so happened, I’d brought Velcro.

Tap tap tap.

Etienne looked at the door. He looked at me. His police inspector’s expression reshaped his features. So much for the romantic mood. “It could be important,” he said.

Getting laid was important too. Especially after the drought I’d had. WHY were the Swiss so practical? “If it’s Bernice Zwerg, I’m not answering it.”

We shuffled toward the door in tandem. Etienne squinted through the peephole. “It’s an elderly gentleman.”

“What does he look like?”

“Short and bald.”

“That’s no help.” I was with a group of seniors. They were all short and bald. “Can you be more specific?”

“Very short. Very bald.”

Okay. If I could get rid of whoever it was, Etienne and I could recapture the mood and get down to some serious sex. Could I think on my feet, or what?

I slithered out of Etienne’s embrace, motioned him to an alcove of the room where he would be out of sight, and readjusted my bathrobe. I cracked the door an inch and peeked out. George Farkas, dressed in a tartan plaid shirt and chinos, bobbed his head in my direction and peeked in.

George had lost his leg to a Nazi land mine in ’44, his hair to a tropical infection in ’55, and his wife to another man in ’66. He never replaced the hair or the wife, but he bought a dandy new prosthetic leg a few years ago that set him back twenty thousand dollars. Probably a bargain considering how much a new wife might cost him in Medicare A and B payments alone.

I opened the door wider. “George? What can I do for you?”

“I’m sorry to bother you, Emily, but I got a problem.”

Uh-oh. The last time he had a problem, I’d had to fish his artificial leg out of Lake Lucerne while on the upper deck of a tour boat. George might have saved Europe’s butt by rescuing it from Nazi oppression in ’44, but I’d saved George’s butt by preventing his prosthesis from becoming fish bait in ’99.

“What kind of problem?” I prayed it had nothing to do with male sexual dysfunction.

“I left my traveling alarm clock at home. Do you have one you could lend me? There’s a clock radio in my room, but I can’t figure out how to set the alarm. Don’t want to screw up and be late for the bus tomorrow.”

Iowans are never late. Ever. It’s part of their genetic code. If medical science could isolate the gene and reproduce it in drug form, we could probably eliminate tardiness altogether. “You wait right there, George. I think I might be able to help you.”

I raced across the floor, gave a thumbs-up to Etienne, and riffled through my suitcase. Aha! I raced back to George and handed him the clock. “I packed an extra. I just installed a new battery in this one and it has big numbers so you don’t have to squint to see the time.”

“Don’t need to squint since my cataract surgery. I can probably see better than you. It’s because of the lens implants.” He pointed to a spot near my feet. “There’s buttons all over your carpet, Emily. You should pick ’em up before you slip.”

“I’ll do that. Let me know if there’s anything else I can do for you, George.” Am I good or what? Even in the throes of pre-orgasmic distress, I can be helpful and courteous. I placed my hand on the door to close it.

“Wait a minute!” I heard Jackie call from down the hall. “I need an opinion.”

Uh-oh. I’d forgotten about Jack. My breath caught somewhere in my chest as I considered this unexpected dynamic. Jack was on the tour. Etienne was on the tour. At some point in time, I’d probably have to introduce the man I love to the woman who used to be the man I loved. Oh, this was nice. Maybe leaping out the window from four stories up would be enough to kill me. Or at least keep me in a vegetative state until the tour was over.

“I want you to give me an honest opinion,” she said as she held two garments in the air. “Which do you think for my wedding night? The sheer black babydoll with the pink satin trim and matching georgette thong, or the white chiffon with the flocked velvet vine pattern and the slit up to my navel? You’re a man,” she said to George, reading his name tag. “Which one do you like, George?”

The fact that Jackie was having this conversation dressed in a leopard skin bra, string panty, and nothing else might have had some bearing on George’s inability to respond immediately. It’s hard for an old guy to be articulate when he’s collapsed against the wall and hyperventilating.

“Is he going to be all right?” Jackie asked. “Look how red his face is. Should he be breathing into a paper bag? I wish I could help out, but I don’t have any paper products with me. All I have is plastic, and I’m pretty sure plastic would suffocate him. Maybe we should try giving him an aspirin.”

“Maybe you should try roaming the hall in something other than your skivvies.” What was wrong with her? Well, other than the fact that she’d lost all spatial intelligence and no longer sported body hair. I stepped into the hall and slapped George on the back. He pounded his chest, then waved his hand toward Jackie. “The black babydoll,” he gasped out, the words barely audible. “I like that see-through stuff.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. For a wedding night I prefer the white chiffon. It seems a little more…you know…sacrificial.”

“The black,” George countered. “And if you don’t mind my saying so, young lady, your husband is one lucky man. How come all the good ones are already taken?”

“Why you sweet man,” Jackie gushed. “I might have to march over there and give you a great big kiss right on top of your little bald head.”

Not a good idea. He’d gone tachycardic just looking at her. I suspected body contact might kill him.

“Emily, honey!” called Ashley Overlock from the far end of the corridor. “Stay right there! I have things to give you.”

Aargh! What was with these people and all the interruptions? I might have pulled out all my hair if it hadn’t been wrapped in a towel. My heart started to pound. Prickly warmth crawled up my neck. I watched Ashley approach in her supermodel mode, blond hair spilling over her shoulders, all confidence and efficiency. “What kinds of things?” I asked as she joined us.

“Maps. Time schedules. A more detailed itinerary of the trip. Guests like to know where they’re all going and what time they have to leave. If you’d hand these out to the Iowa people, you’d save me a whole bunch of time.” She emptied the stack of folders into my arms. “I’ve written names and room numbers on each folder. No hurry about delivering them. After you dry your hair will be fine.”

Etienne and I had engaged in brief sessions of cybersex over the past few months, but I figured the real thing would take a lot longer, so I needed to buy some time. “I usually let my hair air-dry.”

“So you can deliver them while your hair is drying, sugar. That’s even better.”

Jackie waved her two wedding night selections in the air again. “I’m taking a survey,” she said to Ashley. “Which one would you wear on the first night of your honeymoon?”

Ashley gave her one of those narrow looks women give each other when they discover the competition has thinner thighs, better makeup, and deeper cleavage. “You’re on the tour, aren’t you?”

“I certainly am. Jackie Thum. I introduced myself to you at the airport.”

“Sugar, where do you think you are? Hollywood and Vine? Y’all can’t run around the Shelbourne in your underwear. It’s not that kind of place. You want to get us all kicked out? For God’s sake, throw some clothes on and keep them on. And to answer your question, I wouldn’t be caught dead in either one of those getups. They have to be the poorest example of taste and style I ever did see.”

Jackie’s face froze with the unkindness. I guess she had to learn sometime. Women fall into two categories. The first category say mean things to your face and smile about it behind your back. The second category say mean things behind your back but smile to your face. Ashley, apparently, fell into category number one.

“You don’t like them?” Jackie’s voice was small, her enthusiasm crushed.

George cleared his throat. “I like the black one.”

Ashley pinned him to the wall with her eyes. “No one cares about your opinion.”

“Excuse me, but I care about his opinion,” Jackie spoke up. “If George has something to say, I’m all ears.”

Uh-oh. I could see it coming. Ashley’s gaze fluttered to the carpet. She went in for the kill. “Looks to me as if you’re all feet. What size are those things anyway? Jumbo?”

I guess this was the downside of sex changes. A surgeon might be able to get rid of your dick, but he can’t do squat about your feet.

Jackie curled her toes at the criticism, looking as if she wished she’d worn slippers. Her shoulders slumped. Her eyes welled with tears. Poor thing. She hadn’t been female long enough to gain any expertise at being snide and snotty.

George plucked a clean handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to Jackie. “Got something in your eye? Why don’t I walk you back to your room and have a look. I’m pretty good at making things better.”

The dear man. I’d kiss his little bald head myself if I could be sure it wouldn’t give him a coronary. Ashley arched an eyebrow at me when they’d gone.

“You mark my words, that woman is going to be trouble. Prancing around half naked. Titillating the old men. Flaunting what no woman should be flaunting in public. Back home in Georgia, we have a word for women like that.”

“Debutante?”

She made a sound like someone choking on a peach pit. “I… was a debutante.”

“Really?” I said, feigning surprise. “Who would have guessed?”

“I was presented at the Augusta Symphony Guild Cotillion.” She swept her hand down the length of her leg in a dramatic flourish. “I wore a white satin gown encrusted with thousands of tiny seed pearls and long white gloves. I was crowned ‘Miss Cotillion.’” She touched her hair with the memory. “I still have my tiara.”

“We have cotillions in Windsor City too. But we call them pig roasts.” Unlike Jackie, I’d been female for a long time, and I was good at it.

Ashley floated back to the present looking too confused to continue our conversation. “Well, I’m getting nothing done standing here talking to y’all. If anyone complains to you about the rooms, have them call me and I’ll set them straight.”

“What’s to complain about?” I had to concede. “The rooms are great. Your company must have negotiated a really good deal at the castle to be able to afford a night here.”

Ashley examined a strand of her long blond hair. “We had some wiggle room. It was simply a matter of turning a sow’s ear into a silk purse.”

We were definitely not on the same wavelength because I didn’t have a clue what she was talking about, and I’d grown up next door to a hog farm. “What do you mean?”

“The castle, Emily. It doesn’t have the most…stellar reputation.”

Okay. The picture was getting a little clearer. “You mean, it got only one star in the hotel rating guide?”

“I mean, it’s haunted.”
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