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Trash Talk



“I finished reading that rubbish you gave me last night. It was poorly written, cartoonish, and perverted. You don’t honestly expect people to buy something so stupid, do you?” Portia sneered.

“Mean-spirited witch!” Jackie blasted her. “Didn’t your mother teach you that if you can’t say something nice, don’t say it at all? I want my book back.”

“Sorry. I performed a good deed before I left the hotel this morning: I threw it in the wastebasket to spare the next poor schmuck from having to read it.”

“You threw my book in the trash?”

Portia shrugged. “It’s exactly where it belongs.”

Jackie puffed up with so much hot air that she looked like an inflatable sex toy. “Even with my author’s discount, that book set me back fifteen bucks! Do I look like I’m made of money? You are so going to regret doing that.”

“Don’t you dare threaten me!”

“It’s not a threat.” Jackie’s eyes narrowed to vengeful slits. “It’s a promise.”







G’DAY TO DIE

“Pun-filled adventures…. Nonstop wisecracks…. A satisfying heroine-in-peril twist ending that should please those in search of a good cozy.”

—Publishers Weekly

HULA DONE IT?

“Hunter’s mysteries…make for some enjoyable holiday reading.”

—Wisconsin State Journal

“The attraction of this series is the humor…that is somehow sustained over 300 hilarious pages.”

—Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine

“Hunter’s Passport to Peril series is pure fun.”

—Romantic Times Book Reviews

“Another great whodunit…a great example of reading entertainment.”

—roundtablereviews.com

PASTA IMPERFECT

“Bitingly funny.”

—Deadly Pleasures

“Laugh-out-loud funny…[with] delightful characters.”

—RT Bookclub Magazine

TOP O’ THE MOURNIN’

“Hilarious and delightful…. I can’t wait for the next trip!”

—The Old Book Barn Gazette

“A delightful cozy that is low on gore but rich in plot and characterizations.”

—Thebestreviews.com

“WARNING: Do not munch on Triscuits or anything covered in powdered sugar while reading this book! I nearly choked from laughing so hard…. There was belly laughter, or at least a chuckle, on each page.”

—The Mystery Company Newsletter

ALPINE FOR YOU

“I found myself laughing out loud…. The word ‘hoot’ comes to mind.”

—Deadly Pleasures

“While we’re all waiting for the next Janet Evanovich, this one will do perfectly.”

—Sleuth of Baker Street (Ontario, Canada)

“A debut with more than a few chuckles….”

—Mystery Lovers Bookshop

“If you’re looking for laughter, you’ve come to the right place…giggles and guffaws aplenty…. First-rate entertainment!”

—Cozies, Capers & Crimes

“Hilarious. The characters are an absolute hoot.”

—Under the Covers

“Delightfully fresh, with a great deal of humor.”

—Creatures ’n Crooks Bookshoppe

“As funny as anything by Katy Munger, Janet Evanovich, [or] Joan Hess…. The laughs started on the first page and continued, nonstop, to the last…. This one gets five stars. It’s a winner.”

—Blackbird Mysteries





Also by Maddy Hunter

G’DAY TO DIE
HULA DONE IT?
PASTA IMPERFECT
TOP O’ THE MOURNIN’
ALPINE FOR YOU

Available from Pocket Books







	[image: logo]
	Pocket Books

A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020



This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2007 by Mary Mayer Holmes

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Design by Min Choi

ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-5439-4

ISBN-10: 1-4165-5439-4

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

    http://www.SimonandSchuster.com





In Memory of Rita Wlodarczyk.

A grand lady and a true original.

You are missed.

—mmh
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Chapter 1



“Hi, everyone. I’m Jackie Thum; I live in Binghamton, New York, and I’m a published author!”

We were seated at tables in our Helsinki hotel’s overflow dining room, rising one at a time to introduce ourselves to the other tour guests who were part of our seventeen-day Midnight Sun Adventure. An open bar had loosened tongues and encouraged some guests to provide every detail of their lives from the day they’d left the womb, but Jackie hadn’t wasted time with that. She’d skipped over her annulled marriage to me and subsequent gender reassignment surgery to focus on the most important thing in her life right now: her new career as a romance novelist.

“Here’s my baby.” She held up a hardback novel with a bubble gum pink jacket, clutching it with fingernails painted the same color. “It’s only been out for two weeks, so I don’t imagine any of you have bought it yet, but if you’d like to read it, I packed a few extra copies that I’d be happy to hand out.”

The room exploded with applause that elevated Jackie to instantaneous celebrity status. Oh, God. I hung my head. She’d be impossible to live with for the next two weeks.

“I’ve never met a real author,” a big-boned lady wearing too much sparkly face powder called out when the applause died down.

Jackie flung her mane of shiny chestnut hair over her shoulder and smiled with the white-toothed poise of a former Miss Texas. “I’ll let you in on a little secret: we authors paint our toenails one at a time, just like everyone else.”

“What’s your book about?” asked a bejeweled woman who’d introduced herself as Portia Van Cleef from Florida.

“That’s so sweet of you to ask!” All six feet of Jackie tittered with excitement. “I’ll read you the inside cover flap. ‘Pretty Little Secrets is the passionate story of Emma Anderson, an aspiring actress whose lust for fame is only surpassed by her lust for a man whose secrets—’ ”

“Excuse me, Ms. Thum,” our tour director interrupted. Annika Mattsson was a tall, multilingual Swede who reminded me of Olive Oyl with a Dutch boy haircut. “Since dinner is scheduled to be served in a few minutes, perhaps you could arrange to discuss your book later? We still have a few introductions left.”

“Oh.” Jackie regarded the guests at our table who still hadn’t introduced themselves and downsized her smile into a pout. “Sure. I was just trying to accommodate my public.” She crushed her novel against her cleavage and sat down next to me, trying not to look crestfallen that her limelight had been dimmed so quickly.

“Who’s next?” asked Annika.

I stood up. “Terve,” I said, smiling at the thirty faces in the room.

“What’d she say?” asked eighty-nine-year-old Osmond Chelsvig as he fumbled with his double hearing aids.

“Somebody take that drink away from her,” demanded Bernice Zwerg in her ex-smoker’s voice. “She’s tanked.”

“Tehr-veh,” I repeated phonetically. “That’s Finnish for ‘hello.’ I’m Emily Andrew, and I’m the official escort for the twelve Iowa seniors who’ve already introduced themselves.” They waved enthusiastically as I gestured toward their table.

“Someone actually pays you to escort people who are already on a guided tour?” asked a bearded man with Harry Potter glasses. “What would you call that? Double dipping or overkill?”

“She doesn’t do that much,” Bernice insisted. “It’s a pretty cushy job.”

Bernice, with her dowager’s hump, wire whisk hair, and crummy attitude, was both a Senior Olympics grand champion and an ever-present thorn in everyone’s side.

“I live in Windsor City, Iowa,” I continued, “and I’m recently engaged to a former Swiss police inspector who—”

“How many books have you sold so far?” called out a suntanned man who’d introduced himself as Reno O’Brien from sunny Florida.

Jackie sprang to life again. “Publishers are so secretive about those numbers, but I have a call in to my editor, so I’ll let you know as soon as she gets back to me. I wouldn’t be surprised if she had good news about the New York Times bestseller list!”

More clapping. Hooting. A shrill wolf whistle.

She patted my arm apologetically. “Sorry, Emily. What were you saying?”

“I’ve been planning our wedding for the last few months and I have everything done except for picking up the invitations and addres—”

“How much money did they pay you to write that book?” asked another Floridian with a buzz cut and a voice that started in his boots. “I could write a book if they’d pay me enough.”

Jackie wagged a finger at him. “Now, now, it’s not polite to ask a person how much money they make.”

“Why not?” asked Bernice.

“We’re planning a September wedding,” I said, raising my voice, “and—”

“September Bride,” Portia Van Cleef cooed. “Does anyone remember that TV show? It starred Spring Byington.”

“That wasn’t as good as Pete and Gladys,” said Lucille Rassmuson, who’d joined Windsor City WeightWatchers five months ago and had already lost a whopping three pounds. “It was like I Love Lucy without the Cuban accent.”

“You’re wrong about the name of that show,” Bernice challenged Portia. “It was December Bride. I oughta know ’cause my boy watched it every noontime when he came home from school to eat lunch.”

A hush fell over the room. All eyes turned to Portia, who skewered Bernice with a look frigid enough to cause frostbite. “Did you just say something?”

“You bet. You got your months mixed up.”

Portia’s gold bracelets rattled as she adjusted the sleeves of her kaftan with the nonchalance of the very rich. “Does anyone else recall the correct name of the program?”

“I remember it being called September Bride,” said Reno O’Brien.

“Me, too,” said the man in the Harry Potter glasses.

“Does this mean Emily is going to have to switch her wedding date to December?” asked Margi Swanson, who was a part-time nurse and full-time optimist.

“I don’t give a rat’s ass what the show was called,” said the man with the buzz cut. He caught Jackie’s eye. “So how much money are we talking about? Fifty grand? A hundred? They pay you, right? You don’t have to fork out money to print them yourself and sell them out of the trunk of your car?”

“Would you finish readin’ what the book’s about?” asked my grandmother, whose name tag read Marion Sippel, Iowa. Nana was four-feet-ten, had an eighth-grade education, and, despite her confusion with double-negatives, was the smartest person I knew. “Sounds like one a them potboilers. My Legion a Mary book club is lookin’ for a summer sizzler that’s heavy on romance and light on naughty words.”

“I’d love to!” said Jackie, popping out of her chair and pausing breathlessly. “But only if it’s okay with Emily.”

Before Jack Potter had become Jackie Thum, he’d been the ultra-extrovert, the attention magnet, the guy who always made everything about himself. His breast size, hormones, and plumbing might have changed over the last few years, but two things had remained the same—his enormous feet and his sense of self-importance.

It was comforting to know that some things never changed.

“Knock yourself out,” I said as I sat down. I mean, what else did I have left to say, other than I was thirty years old, enjoyed a long-standing love affair with Victoria’s Secret, and stumbled across dead bodies on every trip I took? I was hoping this tour would be different, but in case it wasn’t, I’d brought along sympathy cards. If I was a jinx, I wanted to be remembered as a thoughtful jinx.

Jackie opened her book again, only to be interrupted when a hotel staffer rushed into the room, announcing something to Annika in frantic Finnish.

“The kitchen is about to send out our salads,” Annika translated, “so we need to move into the main dining room immediately. We can finish our introductions at our orientation meeting tomorrow morning. Please take your glasses with you. You don’t want to waste good wine.”

My group was first out the door to claim the good seats by the windows and restrooms, but the remaining guests crowded around Jackie like hogs at the feed trough.

“When are you handing out your books?” asked the man with the Harry Potter glasses. “I’d like to read one.”

“Ditto for me,” said the large-boned woman with the face powder.

“So would I,” said Portia Van Cleef. “In fact, I recommend that your novel be our next Hamlets book-pick-of-the-month so all of us can read it. Good idea, people?”

Every head in the room bobbed enthusiastically.

Portia smiled at Jackie. “Our book club was in existence long before these new TV book clubs, but our monthly selections obviously never received the hype of the media-driven picks. If we’d been given a little airtime, we could have made millionaires out of mid-list authors, too.”

Jackie splayed her hand across her bulging chest. “Oh, my goodness. That would be so awesome, but I have to warn you, my book reads nothing like Hamlet. It’s a good old-fashioned romance, with a smattering of suspense, humor, fantasy, horror, paranormal, police procedural, and action-adventure. I wanted to include a little something for everyone.” She offered her book to Portia. “Here, you can have the first copy, and after dinner, I’ll come down to the lounge and hand out the rest. I just wish I’d brought more!”

“Not to worry,” said Portia. “I’m a renowned speed reader, so I should be able to finish this in one sitting and give it to someone else tomorrow.”

“Anteeksi,” said Annika from the doorway. “Excuse me, but you must take your seats in the dining room.”

“I’m sitting beside Portia,” said Reno O’Brien as he sidled up to her.

“I get her other side,” barked the man with the buzz cut.

“Me and Jimbob wanna sit across from her,” said the woman with the face powder. Jimbob was a tall skeleton of a man with hunched shoulders and a head like a Q-tip.

Portia smiled benevolently at her devotees. “You’re too kind, spoiling me with all this undeserved attention. But I’m not the luminary of the day. Jackie is, so you should be heaping your attention on her.” She grasped Jackie’s hand as if they’d been siblings being reunited after spending decades apart. “Jackie, dear, would you be so kind as to allow all of us to accompany you to the dining room? Then you can tell us all about your wonderful novel.”

“This is so flattering. How can I say no?” Jackie wrapped her arms around Portia in a bubbly bear hug and lifted her off the floor.

Kick-ass upper-body strength is one of the perks of being a six-foot transsexual. That, and a sliding vocal range that allows you to sing both soprano and bass in your church choir.

Portia jangled like a human wind chime as Jackie set her back on her feet. “Sorry,” Jackie enthused as she plumped Portia’s kaftan and straightened the necklaces dripping from her throat. “I must tell you, I love your hair. My husband is a master cutter and hair colorist, and he’d absolutely adore what you’ve done. I bet I even know the color. That combination of corn-silk and platinum—society blond, right?”

Portia blinked her astonishment. “How could you possibly know that?”

“Writer’s block. It’s a long story.” She seized Portia’s arm and escorted her out the door, chased by guests who looked determined not to be excluded from the newly formed “in” crowd.

“Jimbob and me still hosey the chairs across from you!” shouted the woman with the iridescent makeup.

“That’s Joleen Barnum,” said the lady across the table from me. She pushed back her chair and winced as she stood up. “Durned stiff joints. She and Jimbob are the Hamlets’ most recent residents. Poor things are having a hard time fitting in, but they won’t have to worry about it much longer.”

“Nosiree, they sure won’t,” said the man sitting beside her.

“I’m Lauretta Klick.” She poked her finger at her name tag. “And this here’s my husband, Curtis.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” he said, offering me a polite nod.

The Klicks were seventy-something, munchkin-short, and wore outfits that made them look like a set of salt and pepper shakers with bad haircuts.

“I guess we’ll be seeing a lot of each other in the next two weeks,” I said cheerily.

“Probably not as much as you think,” Curtis allowed, exchanging a meaningful look with Lauretta.

I hated meaningful looks. They really made me feel out of the loop. I regarded Lauretta’s name tag more closely. “You’re from Florida, too? Everyone except my group lives in Florida. Do you all know each other?”

“We certainly do,” said Lauretta. “We’re one big, happy family. Isn’t that right, Curtis?”

“That’s gospel, Lauretta.”

She took her husband’s hand and hobbled toward the door. “We have the Hamlets travel agency to thank for making all the arrangements.”

“They’re full service now,” said Curtis. “We wrote out a check and they took care of everything else. The Hamlets really know how to treat their residents. Nothing but first-class service.”

“What are the Hamlets, exactly?” I asked as we exited into the main dining room.

The Klicks stopped short. “You’ve never heard of the Hamlets?” they asked in astonished unison.

Lauretta puffed up like a fresh-baked popover. “It’s only the most desirable gated community for retirees in the whole country—the biggest, the friendliest, the best laid out.”

“They advertise on the golf network all the time,” insisted Curtis. “How could you miss it?”

Lauretta patted his hand. “Curtis, honey, could be they don’t get that channel in Iowa.”

“Actually, Iowans are notorious for retiring to the Arizona desert,” I said. “They’ll take sand over salt water any day.”

Curtis gaped. “How could anyone not want to live near the ocean?”

“It’s a regional thing,” I explained. “Iowans live longer when they aren’t asked to guess if the tide is coming in or going out.”

“That’s a cryin’ shame,” said Lauretta, “because everyone wants to live in the Hamlets. Portia says the waiting list is so long, it could circle the globe twice. Just goes to show you that people know quality when they see it. Once you clear security and pass through the gate, you never have to set foot outside the community again.”

“That’s gospel,” Curtis agreed. “We have our own medical clinics, shops, banks, churches—”

“—funeral homes,” said Lauretta. “Two brand-new ones with flower stands suspended from the ceiling and viewing rooms in the round. Feels like you’ve stepped inside the starship Enterprise.”

“We publish a newspaper that’s better than the New York Times, and it’s delivered to your mailbox for pennies on the dollar,” continued Curtis. “We’ve got our own internal governing body, twelve executive golf courses, daily sports activities and competitions—”

“—dancing competitions, track and field events, competitive eating, pickle ball, golf cart races,” Lauretta recited breathlessly. “Plus we have lots of special-interest groups: bridge club, gin rummy club, Scrabble club, Boggle club. You name it, we’ve got it. I bet you can’t guess what residents call our community.”

Only one term came to mind. “Summer camp?”

“Wrong!” hooted Curtis. “They call it utopia, because it’s the closest thing to being in heaven.”

“Don’t let him fool you,” Lauretta confided. “It is heaven. If I’d known retirement was going to be so much fun, I’d have skipped all those decades after high school graduation and gone directly to old age.”

I smiled at their enthusiasm. “Your first day in Finland, and it sounds as if you’re anxious to head home already.”

The Klicks exchanged another meaningful look. “Oh, we won’t be going back,” Lauretta said matter-of-factly.

“Are you extending your tour?” I asked. “My group thought about the post-tour trip to St. Petersburg, but they were worried about their prescriptions running out before they got home. They probably don’t have a Pills Etcetera in Russia.”

“What Lauretta means to say is that we won’t be going back at all,” said Curtis. “No one will.”

I regarded them in confusion. “Excuse me?”

“I don’t want to alarm you, dear,” said Lauretta, “but in a few short days, we’ll all be dead.”







Chapter 2



“What?”

“See there, Lauretta? You’ve gone and scared the girl.” Curtis gave me a sympathetic look. “She’s a tad more melodramatic than she used to be. Comes from all those years of watching Dan Rather on the evening news. What she means to say is, in a few days, life as we know it will be very different.”

“Amen,” said Lauretta.

“It’s nothing to worry about,” Curtis soothed. “We’ll probably hear a violent clap of thunder and see a brilliant light in the sky.”

“Earthquakes, tidal waves. Maybe a few flash fires,” Lauretta added. “It should be over fairly quickly.”

I glanced nervously between them. Uff-da. Were they saying what I thought they were saying? “Are you telling me we’re about to experience a catastrophic climatic event?”

“The signs are all there,” said Curtis.

“All a body’s gotta do is read them,” Lauretta agreed. “It’s gonna be cataclysmic. Too bad about your wedding, dear, but think how much you’ll save on postage by not having to mail out all those invitations.”

“There she goes again,” said Curtis.

“Who are you guys?” I demanded. “Meteorologists?”

“Heck, no,” Curtis said, laughing. “We’re Protestants.”

Annika clapped her hands, motioning us to take our seats. “Come, come. The salad is already served.”

She directed the Klicks to chairs at the end of Jackie and Portia’s table and me to an empty spot opposite two septuagenarians who’d introduced themselves as April and June Peabody. I smiled at the platinum-haired sisters with their bronze complexions and expensive silk shells—not because a prediction of global disaster made me happy but because section thirteen of my escort’s manual states that the truly professional tour escort will never allow personal crises to interfere with her duties as an ambassador of goodwill and cheer.

I ignored the swill of acid in my stomach as I sat down. Who’d written this stupid escort’s manual anyway?

“Can you believe it’s eight o’clock at night?” I asked, noting the sunshine that still washed the upper stories of the stone buildings across the street. “Back home it’d be getting pretty dusky by now, but look how light it is outside. Isn’t that amazing?”

“Why do you suppose that is?” asked June.

“Daylight savings time,” said April. “It’s a big deal over here.”

Hmm. Just because they were unaware that the sun didn’t dip below the horizon in various parts of Scandinavia at this time of year didn’t mean they weren’t up to speed with current events. “By any chance, have either of you heard any obscure reports on the cable news networks about bad weather that might be headed our way?”

“We don’t get cable,” said June.

“Waste of Daddy’s money,” said April. “He’d turn over in his grave if he thought we were squandering his fortune to watch reruns of Family Feud on the Game Show Network.” She removed her watch with the diamond wristband and set it beside her salad plate.

“He’d approve of the lovely home we bought in the Hamlets,” June conceded, “but Daddy always did like real estate. At the time he died, he owned homes in each of the forty-eight contiguous states.” She realigned her silverware with Martha Stewart precision. “He never forgave himself for flubbing up the Alaska and Hawaii deals. He so wanted to own fifty.”

“Forty-eight houses? He sure put the average snowbird to shame. Did you actually live in all of them?”

“They weren’t private homes,” April explained as she poured dressing over her salad. “They were family-run businesses. June just likes to impress people.”

“They were homes,” argued June, grabbing her fork.

“What kind of business did your father run?”

“He was in the service industry,” said June.

“He was an undertaker,” said April. “He owned a slew of mortuaries.”

“Funeral homes,” June corrected emphatically. “Daddy never called them ‘mortuaries.’ He said that was way too impersonal. ‘Mortuary’ doesn’t evoke the warm fuzzy feeling that ‘home’ or ‘parlor’ evoke. Daddy knew all the right angles about how to market a service that everyone was going to need but would rather ignore.”

April shook her head and looked heavenward. “Are you ready?” she sniped, glancing at June.

“Ready,” said June, at which point they hunched over their plates, forks in hand, eyes riveted on their salad greens.

April pressed a pin on her watch. “Go!” she yelled.

Salad dressing flew as they shoveled endive and romaine into their mouths like crazed rabbits. What the?—Russian dressing dripped down April’s chin. Chicory disappeared inside June’s mouth like a twig through a wood chipper. They forked down cherry tomatoes and green peppers, and when April’s plate was empty, she hit another pin on her watch.

“Oi whun,” she said around a mouthful of iceberg lettuce.

I looked at June for a translation.

“She said, she won. But I would have smoked her if my cherry tomato had been smaller.”

I smiled stiffly as I regarded the salad dressing splattered across their dry-clean-only silk shells. “Let me guess. Competitive eating group?”

April swallowed triumphantly. “What gave it away?”



“Do you get the Weather Channel in Switzerland?” I asked Etienne two hours later.

“Not on my television, bella. I can only pick up local stations. Why? Are you having bad weather in Helsinki?”

“The weather’s beautiful right now. Eighty-five and sunny, and that’s pretty good considering it’s ten o’clock at night.” I pulled back the curtain of my hotel room window to peek at the still bright sky. “I was wondering about a few days from now. Have you heard news reports about severe thunderstorms headed our way?”

“I’m afraid our Lucerne stations aren’t overly concerned about rain showers in Finland.”

“How about a catastrophic meteor strike that could end life as we know it? Any rumors about that?” The phone line seemed to go dead. “Etienne?”

I heard a long-suffering sigh. “Who are the other people on your tour, Emily? Astronomers?”

“Protestants, but they really sound as if they know what they’re talking about.”

The door rattled open and Jackie exploded into the room, flinging herself onto the bed with an anguished groan. “Why me?” she whined into her pillow. “I’m not a bad person. I like animals and small children. Why is this happening to me? It’s not fair. I haven’t even seen my name on the bestseller list yet.” She dissolved into the kind of loud, slobbery tears that can ruin even the most reliable waterproof mascara.

Uh-oh. Had one of the guests said something mean to her at dinner? “Etienne, can I call you back tomorrow? I have a situation here.”

“So I hear. My best to your ex-husband. Tell her I preordered her book online and it arrived yesterday, so I’m anxious to dive in. Love you.”

I rang off and joined Jackie on the bed, where I massaged her back sympathetically. “Hey, kiddo, what’s wrong?” The only other time I’d seen Jack cry this hard was at a Metropolitan Museum exhibition of millinery worn by Queen Elizabeth II during her reign. It was such an assault to his fashion sense that he needed counseling afterward to help him deal with debilitating nightmares. “You want to talk about it?”

“Noooo,” she blubbered. “What’s to talk about? The world’s about to end and I’m in freaking Finland with no idea if my book even made it onto BookScan!”

“Ah-ha. You’ve been talking to the Klicks.”

“I haven’t said boo to the Klicks. They did all the talking.” She rolled onto her side, eye shadow and blush smeared across her face like fingerpaints. “Shouldn’t someone have told us the end is here? Would it have been so difficult for the major networks to run a segment on 20/20 or 60 Minutes? Those reporters love disaster stories. But nooo. The biggest disaster of all time, and what’s the media talking about? Some Washington politician boinking a coed half his age. Like that’s news.”

“Etienne says he hasn’t heard any warnings about catastrophic weather.”

Confusion filled her eyes. “Weather? Hel-looo? I’m not talking about weather; I’m talking about Judgment Day. The Second Coming. Apocalypse now. The Rapture. It’s here, Emily. We’re all going to die!” She threw her arms around me, burying her head in my lap and sobbing. “This is the worst day of my life! I’ll never see my book go back to press for a second printing. I’ll never be nominated for a book award. I’ll never be asked to write the screen adaption for the miniseries. It’s so unfair! Why me? Why now?”

I patted her head, as if she were a favorite puppy. “C’mon, Jack, people have been making predictions about the end of the world since time began. Did you stop to think the Klicks might be wrong?”

“People who are this happy about an upcoming event are never wrong. They even bought an expensive video camera with all sorts of special features to record the highlights.”

“They’re planning to film the end of the world?”

“Why do you think they’re in Scandinavia? They want to take advantage of the twenty-four-hour sunlight so they won’t have to use their infrared function. The instruction manual is in Chinese, so they don’t have a clue how to use it.” This prompted a fresh onslaught of tears. “I’m so miserable, Emily. I just want to die. And the thing is, I won’t have long to wait!”

When Jackie was distraught, there was only one way to snap her out of it. “Your hair looks so great,” I enthused as I twirled a section around my finger. “Killer shine. What’s that from? Salon product or hormones?”

“Can the flattery,” she wailed. “It won’t work this time.”

Uh-oh. This was like trying to revive a heart attack victim without defibrillator paddles. The situation was more serious than I thought, which meant I needed to initiate Plan B.

“Listen, Jack, I went to Mass last Sunday, and no one said a thing about the end of the world. Now, I ask you: if Father Todd thought Judgment Day was going to arrive before the new fall TV lineup, don’t you think he might have mentioned it in his homily? Or at least posted a few lines in the weekly bulletin?”

“How should I know? I’m not Catholic; I’m a lapsed Episcopalian.” She clutched my arm. “Oh, God, Emily, do you know what that means?”

“You don’t have access to a Sunday bulletin?”

“It means when you and Mrs. S. are being beamed up to the penthouse on the top floor, I’ll be on the express elevator to sub-level ten with all the rest of the lapsed folk. Take a good look at my hair, because in a few days, it’ll all be singed off!” She let out a tearful howl that could have won her the lead role in a bad werewolf flick.

So much for Plan B.

I grabbed a tissue off the nightstand and forced it into her hand. “Jack, if you keep crying like this, your eyes are going to swell shut and you won’t be able to apply eye liner tomorrow.”

Her head popped up with jack-in-the-box quickness. “Really?”

“Really.”

“What about mascara?”

“You can forget that, too.”

“But I have a new color called Sugar Plum that I want to try out. It’s full of all these cute little silver sparkles.” Sighing dramatically, she blew her nose into the tissue and unwrapped herself from around me. “Could I have another tissue, please?”

I handed her the whole packet. After more nose blowing, she sat up. “Are you telling me the truth about you Catholics not having any recent insider information about…you know…the end?”

I raised my hand as if I were in a witness box. “I’m telling you the truth.”

“So you think the Klicks could be wrong?” she asked hopefully.

“I think predictions like that are based on individual interpretation, and interpretations can vary. So if you were to ask me, I’d say there’s a huge possibility that their timing is off.”

“Really?” She wrapped her arms around me again and squeezed, practically collapsing my lungs. “I’m so glad to hear you say that! There’s no one I trust more than you, Emily, so if you say it’s not going to happen, it simply won’t happen! I have your word on it, right?”

“You bet.” If I was wrong, what could she do? Sue me?

“Thank God that’s resolved. I have so many other issues screaming for my attention right now that I don’t have time to work in an apocalypse.” She checked her watch. “Let’s see, it’s seven hours earlier in New York, which would make it—what? Three in the afternoon? Perfect.” She dug her mobile phone out of her purse and punched in a string of numbers. “Wait’ll you hear all the fun stuff that happened at dinner, Emily. Those Hamlets people are a stitch. Who’d you sit with?”

“Competitive eaters. They finished their entrees in a two-minute dead heat and spent the rest of the meal accusing each other of cheating. On the upside, they’re both watching their calories, so I got their desserts. If they gain another ounce, they’ll get bumped up to a higher weight class with Dick ‘The Disposal’ Duffy, and no one has ever beaten Dick.”

Jackie broke into a wide grin as her party came on the line. “Hello, Mona? This is Jackie Thum calling from Helsinki. How are things at Hightower Books? Poor dear. I know you’re overworked. So, can you tell me how many books I’ve sold today? Uh-huh. Well, people keep asking, ‘How’s the book selling?’ so I thought—” She paused. “You gave me my own publicist. Shouldn’t you give me my own data entry person, so I can report accurate sales numbers whenever someone asks? I thought that would be one of the perks of working with an A-list publisher like Hightower.”

Thinking this conversation could take a while, I walked over to my suitcase and pulled out the wedding brochures I’d brought along for show and tell.

“Mona, do you know how stupid I sound when I tell people I don’t know how many books I’ve sold? Authors have a right to know these things. What? Of course I’ll consult my royalty statement…when it arrives six months from now! What am I supposed to do in the meantime? Can you at least let me access your sales computer so I can find the numbers for myself? I brought my laptop with me.”

I sat down opposite Jack, feeling all tingly as I flipped through the glossy pages in my wedding packet. This wedding was going to be so spectacular.

“All right, you have my number. Talk to the powers that be and get back to me. Now, tell me the good news. How many bestseller lists am I on?”

Her face stiffened as if it had been spray starched.

“Really? I don’t want to tell you your business, Mona, but it might help if you knew how many freaking books I’ve sold so you can pass the word on to the New York Times and USA Today. Excuse me for a moment, would you?”

She contorted her mouth into a silent scream and beat the phone against the bedcovers before returning it to her ear. “Last item of business. There’s a retirement community called the Hamlets on the Gulf coast of Florida, and I’ve been invited by the board president to do a book signing next month. She’d like to order five thousand books, so I’d appreciate it if you could start the ball rolling on your end. Yes, five thousand books, and she assures me she’ll sell every last one. I just met her and believe me, she’s a force to be reckoned with. Let me give you the name and number of the bookstore you need to contact to coordinate everything.”

“Five thousand books?” I marveled when she hung up. “Wow, that should land you on some sort of list.”

“It certainly should, which leads me to a prediction of my own. Stephen King may be the king of horror, but Jackie Thum is about to become the queen of romance.” She snapped her fingers. “Damn. I forgot to ask what kind of advertising they’re doing in the print media. Hightower is being extremely stingy with their advertising budget, Emily. Between you and me, I’ve noticed publishers aren’t really interested in splashing your photo all over the place unless you’re blond and morbidly anorexic.” Catching a reflection of herself in the dresser mirror, she stared critically. “What do you think I’d look like as a blond?”

Oh, God. “Hey, I have some good news for you. Etienne ordered your book and he says he’s dying to jump into it.”

“That was so nice of him!” She clapped her hands in a patty-cake gesture. “Emily, would you mind asking him to write a review on Amazon when he finishes? Just a line or two saying how much he enjoyed it.”

“I can ask him, but what if he says he’s not into writing reviews?”

“Forget the review, just tell him to give me five stars. That’s all that matters anyway.”

I held up an eight-by-ten photo. “What do you think?”

“Ohhhh.” She cupped her hands over her mouth, her eyes growing dewy. “Your wedding gown?”

“Yup. The latest offering by Windsor City’s very own wedding dress designer. He opened an elegant little shop next to Skaartvedt’s Roto-Rooter and Used Books on Main Street, and he designs and custom tailors all the gowns himself at rock-bottom prices. He’s giving Bunny’s Bridal Palace a real run for its money.” I handed her the photo and was touched when she blinked away more tears.

“It’s you, Emily. Strapless is so in. The beading is absolutely luscious. And look at that train. How long is it?”

“Twelve feet.”

“Twelve feet. Imagine.” She splayed her hand on her chest and sighed. “I didn’t have a train on my gown, but it was every girl’s dream: layer upon layer of pink organza. I looked like a controlled explosion in a cotton candy factory.” She handed the photo back and asked coyly, “Is there something you’d like to ask me, Emily?”

“Yeah. I’m going to wear my hair up, so what do you think will look better—drop pearls or studs?”

She sniffed delicately. “Wrong question. Try again.”

I flashed another eight-by-ten. “This is the restaurant where we’re having the reception. Ashgrove. It’s on the outskirts of town, brand new and very posh. Nana says it’s one of those places where they won’t let you inside unless you’re wearing a necktie and your best control-top panty hose. So the question is, which do you think guests would prefer—the prime rib or the filet mignon?”

“What about vegetarians?”

“Iowa exports all its vegetarians to California or New York, so we basically don’t have any.”

“Hel-loo? I’m a vegetarian.”

“Are you still doing that?”

She fluttered her hand. “Intermittently.”

“So what do you think?”

“Still not the right question.”

I narrowed my gaze. “How about you tell me the right question.”

“You have to guess.”

“NO!”

She fisted her hands on her hips and glowered. “I don’t remember your being this clueless when we were married, Emily. I’m waiting for you to ask me to be your matron of honor!”

“You are?” Uh-oh. “Um…there’s a good reason why I haven’t asked you, Jack.”

“I bet.”

Where were the earthquakes and flash fires when you really needed them? “I—uh, I already have a matron of honor. Maid of honor, actually.”

She clutched her chest as if the front closure on her Miracle bra had popped open and her breasts were in gravitational free fall. “You what?” she choked. “Go ahead. Twist the dagger a little deeper into my heart, why don’t you? I thought I was your best friend. Aren’t brides supposed to ask their best friends to stand up for them?”

“They are,” I hedged, treading lightly, “and you mean a lot to me, Jack, but Sharon and I have history.”

“We have history.”

“Yeah, but Sharon and I go all the way back to pre-school. We memorized the alphabet together. We rode tricycles together. We acted in our first high school play together.”

“We had sex together!”

“That doesn’t count. We were married.”

“Sex trumps the alphabet and tricycles. Ask anyone.”

“It doesn’t. You can’t ask me to boot Sharon out of my wedding so you can take her place! That would be too tacky for words. Besides, she already has her dress.”

“I could wear her dress.”

“It’s a size two.”

“I could stop eating. I could do it, Emily. It would only be for a few months. Pleeease?”

I hung my head in frustration. “Jack, it’s going to be a very small wedding. A maid of honor and no bridesmaids.”

She pretended fascination with her tissue package before sticking her bottom lip out in a dejected pout. “So what color is Sharon’s dress?”

“Black. Since the Swiss are partial to black, we thought we’d do a black-and-white wedding.”

Her head shot up. “Black? I can’t wear black. It turns my skin the most hideous shade of green.” Pout sliding into a smile, she stood up and straightened her miniskirt. “Aren’t you lucky you found someone to stand in for me? I would have looked like the Grinch in all your wedding photos. Would you look at the time? Eh! I’ve gotta run.”

She rushed to the luggage stand by the window. “Portia and her friends are probably waiting for me in the lobby. They’re the most enthusiastic people, Emily. They’re all fighting over who gets to host me when I fly down for my book signing. I’ve already decided that when Tom and I retire, we’re moving to the Hamlets. Everyone is so happy. Must be all that Florida sunshine. Or maybe all the pulp in the fresh-squeezed orange juice. That’s gotta keep everyone regular.”

She unzipped her suitcase and pondered the contents. “I might need help carrying these things to the lobby. Would the person who didn’t ask me to be the matron of honor at her wedding like to volunteer?”

Might as well get used to it now. I was never going to live this down. “Whatever!” I dragged my jet-lagged body across the room, doing a double take when I looked inside her suitcase. “This is what you call a few extra copies?”

She gnawed her lip self-consciously. “Okay, I might have gotten a little carried away.”

“A little carried away? Five books are a few extra copies. Six books, tops. How many have you crammed in here?”

“Seventy-five?”

“Were you planning to hand them out on street corners?”

She grabbed my arm in excitement. “Emily! That’s a great idea!”

I rolled my eyes before regarding her and her suitcase with sudden suspicion. “Where are your clothes?”

“Uhh, I know what I can do.” She zipped her suitcase back up and muscled it to the floor. “I’ll wheel the books down. That way I won’t have to bother you.”

“Did you pack your clothes in your carry-on luggage?”

“Don’t wait up for me,” she advised as she maneuvered her pullman toward the door. “The Hamlets folks might want autographs and a short bio.”

Why was I getting such a bad feeling about this?

Chasing behind her, I jerked open the closet door. “Hold it, Jack! The only clothes hanging up in here are mine. Where’s your leather bustier? Your white dress with the shoulder flounces? Your animal-print jeans?”

She turned slowly, her gaze withering. “I remember this attitude of yours from when we were married. You can be so…so—”

“You didn’t bring any clothes, did you?”

“I didn’t have to—you always pack enough to dress half of Africa. I thought we could share.”

“Jack!”

“Isn’t that what best friends do?”

“Not on trips abroad!”

“What else could I do? I had to pack my books! Global marketing, Emily. If I don’t hand-sell my book, who’s going to? I’ve never even heard from the publicist Hightower assigned me. I had to make a choice between clothing or career, and I chose career. And if you were in my shoes, I bet you’d make the same choice.”

I looked down at her shoes, my eyes widening with astonishment. “Are those Jimmy Choos?”

“Catalog knockoffs. Aren’t they adorable? They had your size, Emily. You want to borrow my catalog?”

I slid the closet door shut. “Did you at least bring your own underwear?”

“Duh? Your bras were too snug for me when I was a guy. Can you imagine how impossible they’d be now that I have breasts?”

She gave me a little finger wave and headed out the door. I retrieved a sympathy card from my travel documents and addressed the envelope to Jackie’s husband in New York. I wanted to remain a step ahead of the game, because if I found too many split seams, torn hems, or popped buttons in my brand-new and perfectly color-coordinated wardrobe, somebody on this trip was going to die.

And I knew who it would be.
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