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			Chapter 1

			A  fter splurging on a latte, Liz dropped her half-full cup into the trash, feeling overcaffeinated for the meager amount of work on her desk. Her eyes traveled out the window where she spotted yet another vacant storefront with a For Lease sign taped to the glass. She reached for the plastic wand on her blinds, twisting off the view.

			Somehow, she hadn’t seen this downturn coming. But, really, who could blame her? Pink slips, budget cuts, and staycations had been inflicted elsewhere, but not in their neck of the woods. Just last summer, she and Gabbi had been scrambling at full tilt, masterminding weddings in wine country. Bar mitzvahs. Fiftieth birthday extravaganzas. And when Dina Gomez, a local newscaster, hired them to plan her daughter’s quinceañera, Liz had been certain that Touchstone Events was poised to explode into new markets.

			But here in April of 2008, the phones were eerily quiet. For the umpteenth time that morning, Liz checked her email, but there was no correspondence from prospective clients. When she heard the click of Gabbi’s heels on the metal stairs leading from the garage to their office on the second floor, her spirits brightened. Her business partner and old friend was always good company, even when business was slow, even when the shit was hitting the proverbial fan—which it reliably did in the event planning world. Caterers were always running late. AV systems were constantly on the blink. Musicians were forever getting stoned.

			Liz looked up to see Gabbi embracing an enormous bouquet of periwinkle and white hydrangeas with assorted greens. The flowers weren’t for a client but for their own viewing pleasure. It was an expense they could no longer afford, and Liz raised her eyebrows in silent protest.

			“Give me the luxuries, and I can dispense with the necessities,” Gabbi quoted Oscar Wilde. Liz groaned, thinking of all the necessities requiring her attention. For starters, their office rent was already a week late. Worse—by far—were the two mortgage payments hanging over her and Dusty at home. But Gabbi, a single mom, had real worries too, and Liz was alternately envious of, and frustrated by, her ability to live blissfully in denial.

			As her partner arranged the flowers in a smoke-glass vase, Liz marveled at how put together Gabbi was, even with no meetings to attend. Gabriela Rossi had that gift for plucking out the one chic item in a second-hand store that everyone else had overlooked. Today she was draped in a pink cashmere poncho that softened her curves—curves that still drew the eyes of passing men in the street. In marked contrast, Liz—whom her mother once described with a whiff of disdain as “congenitally skinny”—had arrived at work in her standard slim-fit jeans and pressed button-down. As Gabbi noted years ago, “You’re Sporty Spice, Liz. I’m more Posh.”

			Gabbi was humming a little tune, and Liz sensed she had good news of some sort. Finally.

			“Remember Karl and Marnie Perkins?” Gabbi asked as she positioned the hydrangeas on the coffee table. “The older couple who hired us to plan their family reunion in Tahoe, like, three years ago?”

			Liz nodded, visualizing the affectionate pair who must be eighty-something now.

			“Well, Marnie had a stroke in January. Poor thing. It was straight downhill from there. Yesterday she passed away.”

			“Oh, no—Karl must be devastated,” Liz said, getting up from her desk. “Should we send over a note? A gift?”

			“He just called me.” She paused while adding two cubes of sugar to the water in the vase and met Liz’s gaze. “He wants us to plan Marnie’s funeral and reception.”

			“Funeral?” Liz felt a pinch in her gut and stepped back. “We don’t do funerals.”

			“Look, I know you have certain, what, aversions? But hear me out. Karl told me he wants this to be a beautiful celebration of Marnie’s life. With her favorite music, gourmet food, a video—the whole shebang.”

			“But—”

			“If you really think about it, Liz, arranging a memorial service is just like planning a wedding, only…”

			“Only what?”

			“Only the bride is dead.”

			Gabbi pressed her lips together, forming a thin line. Was she fighting an urge to laugh? Unbelievable.

			“Lizzie, you know better than I do how much we need the income,” she said, suddenly serious.

			Liz dropped her gaze to the floor. In fact, she had reviewed their online bank accounts before breakfast. They didn’t have the luxury of turning away business—any business.

			But Gabbi knew next to nothing about Liz’s condition, a weirdness she had struggled to keep under wraps since childhood. A crippling fear of death had taken root in her the day she watched the men lower Maggie into a small plot of indifferent earth. Years later, when she’d fainted at her Uncle Chet’s memorial—the organ music and sickly-sweet smell of Narcissus had ambushed her with memories of that first, unspeakable loss—Liz vowed never to step foot at another funeral.

			She lifted her chin toward Gabbi. “Let me sleep on it,” she said, intent on buying some time. “I’ll let you know tomorrow.”

			Gabbi fiddled with her hoop earring. “That might be a problem. No body can wait.”

			“You’re horrible,” Liz said, wagging her finger and fighting her own twisted impulse to smile. She noted the chipped polish on her fingernails. She and Gabbi hadn’t paid themselves a full salary since the first of the year. And last night, she and Dusty had quarreled about their property taxes, due later this month on top of everything else. At dinner, the twins had said little as they worked their forks through mounds of lasagna, clearly sensing the tension. Something had to give.

			“Listen,” she began. “If I agree to this, don’t expect me to attend the funeral or reception. I’ll work behind the scenes, but this will be your show.”

			“Deal,” Gabbi said. “We could produce this memorial as a one-off, and then return to business as usual when things pick up.”

			Liz liked the sound of that, and they agreed that Gabbi should meet with Karl Perkins to explore the scope of the service. If they decided to move forward, Liz would develop the proposal and estimate. After six years together, it still surprised her to be the so-called Numbers Person. A history major at UC Davis, she’d come to the world of spreadsheets, Quicken online banking, and tax forms by happenstance. Gabbi had started the business shortly before Liz came on board, and though clients adored Gabbi, she couldn’t so much as balance a checkbook. Liz offered to pitch in for a few weeks and soon found herself at the office long after Gabbi had gone home. It turned out she loved nothing better than imposing order on chaos. When Gabbi floated the idea of forming a partnership, Liz jumped. With her boys in school all day, she’d been looking for a way back into the workforce. Building a small business with an old friend had the pull of destiny.

			Before long, the two of them had an understanding. Gabbi was in charge of The Pretty: invitations, flowers, linens, music, and food. Liz was in charge of The Gritty: contracts, vendor management, logistics, payables, and receivables. Together they were Touchstone Events. They launched just as Silicon Valley began to recover from the 2000 dotcom implosion, never dreaming another recession would dim their prospects so soon.

			Despite her best efforts to find things to do, Liz was merely re-shuffling manila folders by 3:00 p.m. She resigned herself to getting a jump on the after-work crowd at Safeway, and an hour later she nosed her metallic-blue minivan into the driveway loaded with groceries. When she spotted Dusty’s truck parked out front of their ranch-style home, she felt a tightening in her chest. The event planning industry wasn’t the only one vulnerable these days. Dusty’s small, residential construction company was getting hammered by the slowing economy. Families were postponing their dreams to build new homes or to improve old ones.

			But that was just the half of it. Eighteen months ago, Dusty had taken out a loan to buy a fixer-upper across town, certain they could remodel and flip it for a sizable profit. She’d been reluctant to take the risk, but he’d been so sure. “The Bay Area housing market is bulletproof, right?” he’d said. When he added, “We’ll finally be able to set aside money for the boys’ college accounts,” she’d acquiesced. Now the house was finished, with sleek new kitchen appliances, updated bathrooms, and fresh landscaping—including sunny daffodils that welcomed every passerby. It had been on the market for nearly four months, but the Sunday Open Houses were poorly attended, and the single offer was well below asking. They wouldn’t even recoup their investment—they’d be in the hole.

			As she navigated through the garage to the backdoor clutching paper bags filled with ground beef and boxes of cereal, Dusty intercepted her. “Hey, babe,” he said, taking the sacks into his weathered, muscular arms. She sensed no lingering tension from last night’s argument and smiled up at him, noticing the puffiness around his hazel eyes and the glints of gray in his dirty-blond hair. Dusty had always appeared young for his age, but lately he looked every bit his forty-six years. She suspected the same could be said of her.

			After putting away the groceries, Liz joined her husband on the checkered couch in the family room and he switched on ESPN. The boys wouldn’t be home until after 5:00 p.m., and it was rare to find themselves alone on a workday afternoon. Slipping off her flats, she relaxed into pillows that once upon a time were decorative but now were well-worn and comfy. Dusty reached down to scoop up her feet and deposited her legs across his lap. As he massaged her tired calf muscles, she wondered if he was setting his sights on a romp in bed down the hall. Frankly, she wasn’t in the mood. Money problems and talk of memorial services didn’t exactly spark her libido. To her relief, he appeared perfectly satisfied watching highlights of baseball players making superman catches while flying over walls into the popcorn bags of fans.

			During a commercial break, she reached for the remote and clicked off the TV. Then she told Dusty about the unexpected request to help plan a funeral and reception.

			“Do you think we should do it? Or would it hurt our reputation as fun planners if people think we’re in the frigging death business?”

			Dusty searched her face, looking for the right answer to what Liz understood was a tricky question. Yes, they needed the income. But he, more than anyone—more than Gabbi or even her own mother—knew about her anxiety related to her sister’s death, her obsessive thoughts and disturbing nightmares. In recent years, she had managed to get things under control and had largely weaned herself off meds. But this new gig could blow open Pandora’s box.

			“For now, it’s just one job,” he said, rubbing the stubble on his chin. “Besides, you don’t have to officially offer these services. You could provide them as a special favor to existing clients. Folks might actually think better of your business. That you help them out in times of great stress.” He paused to take a sip of beer before adding, “Just make sure Gabbi runs these events. So you don’t get…”

			Nutso?

			“…uncomfortable.”

			Liz nodded. Keeping the funeral thing unofficial and putting Gabbi in charge made sense. She glanced at her watch. Ben and Jamie would be home soon, but there was still time to check her email before getting dinner underway. As her husband returned to ESPN, she padded down the hall to the small guest room that doubled as her home office. Settling in front of her computer, she spotted a message from Gabbi. Subject Line: Headcount is 150–175.

			An event that size meant they could cover the office rent and pay themselves partial salaries. Liz took a fortifying breath and squared her shoulders. She typed back, Okay. It’s a go. Then, she started to work up the numbers, feeling both a sense of foreboding and a wave of relief.
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			Touchstone Events had four days to pull together a huge party (if one could call it that), and given the sluggish economy, every caterer, florist, and musician was not only available but prepared to negotiate. Although she wouldn’t allow herself to feel lucky at a time like this, Liz felt comfortable knowing there would be room for healthy mark-ups while still delivering a good value to the grieving widower.

			The office hummed at a pace of controlled frenzy that exhilarated her after so many quiet weeks. Jin, the UPS guy, handed her a box of bereavement thank-you cards that Karl would send to dear friends who’d left hearty meals and thoughtful gifts at his front door. Across the room, a rep from Gold Cup Rentals huddled with Gabbi, flipping through binders of place settings and fabric samples.

			“We want this beaded flatware,” Gabbi said, pointing her finger and rattling the bangles around her wrist. “Those celadon linens.”

			Manny Lepore, owner of The Flower Hour, sat in the reception area applying yellow sticky notes to select pages of his portfolio. When he caught Liz’s eye, he winked and waved. As teenagers, Manny and Gabbi had helped to support their families by tending seasonal plants in vast nurseries along the verdant San Mateo coast. Poinsettias at Christmas time. Long-stem roses for Valentine’s Day. And white calla lilies bound for the bridal bouquets of summer. Gabbi had confided in Liz that she’d hated toiling under the fluorescent grow lights and feeling dirt shoved under her fingernails, but Manny had never left the business. They’d remained friends, and now he delivered his freshest flowers at the best prices for Touchstone Events.

			While memorial receptions for affluent residents were often held in local country clubs, Karl Perkins wanted a more personal gathering in his wife’s beloved garden. Gabbi and Liz knew the venue from previous meetings about the family reunion, and the backyard was blessedly flat. Setting up tables, a buffet and a spot for a live music performance would be no problem. The weather prediction for Friday afternoon set the high at sixty-six degrees, no rain. This forecast would save the Perkins family the mind-boggling expense of a tent, but portable heaters were a must. Liz felt remarkably calm as she jotted down her to-do list. The memorial was shaping up to be just another event.

			Thanks to her impeccable filing system, Liz was able to retrieve copies of Marnie Perkins’ preferred food and wine items. The spritely woman with soft brown eyes and a stylish white bob had adored ravioli with meat sauce complemented by a full-bodied Cabernet Sauvignon. Liz had already phoned the caterer and reserved six cases of wine from Beltramo’s.

			Once Gabbi had specified all the rentals and the rep had left, she beckoned Liz and Manny to her desk. She’d learned that the Episcopal church where Mrs. Perkins would be eulogized permitted flowers. While Spangler Mortuary offered to provide them, Gabbi wanted artistic control, and Manny offered a few suggestions.

			“When you arrange flowers in a circular wreath, it’s a symbol for eternal life,” he said.

			“Really—who knew?” Gabbi said. She ordered one wreath and several arrangements for the church. Then she and Manny agreed that pink peonies would be lovely for the reception. Karl had given them carte blanche on the floral selections, and Gabbi was sparing no expense.

			It occurred to Liz that her partner had been right about the commonalities between weddings and funerals. And it struck her as ineffably sweet that the heartbroken groom wanted to shower his bride with flowers one last time.
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			Chapter 2

			A  s promised by the local weathercaster, Friday arrived clear and mild. In recent years, Liz had developed a farmer’s preoccupation with weather. But while growers in California tilted their faces skyward to search for signs of rain, Liz was always praying for the opposite. So much depended on a dry, sunny day.

			Though she was running late to the office, she was the first to arrive, as usual. In two hours, the funeral service would be underway. It was scheduled to run from 11 a.m. to noon followed by the graveside gathering and burial. The garden reception would begin at 1:30 p.m. and end an hour or two later, assuming guests wouldn’t linger. Gabbi would be onsite, and Liz would be here, safely stationed behind her sturdy oak desk, reviewing estimates and bills from the myriad vendors working the event. She was well acquainted with them all: the husband-and-wife team famous for their pasta dishes, the chamber music performers who resembled refugees from a Renaissance Faire, and the fleet-footed boys in white jackets who seemed to genuinely love parking cars.

			Liz sipped her coffee, relishing the perfect buzz to tackle the paperwork. She logged into her email and found a note from her parents. They were driving home early from Carmel to attend a funeral. Did they know the Perkinses? She called her father, the Keeper of the Cell, knowing he’d never pick up because he couldn’t be persuaded to leave the damn thing on. “Won’t the battery die?” She left a message and settled into her work. When her phone began to vibrate on her desk, she figured her dad was calling back. Flipping it open, she found an incoming call from Gabbi.

			“Morning, what’s up?” she asked.

			“I’ve got a little problem. With Zoey—at school. Somehow she managed to break her leg in an intramural soccer game.”

			“Gabriela,” Liz said.

			“Obviously, she can’t walk and the fracture hurts like hell. It’s only thirty minutes to Santa Clara. If I go now, I should be back in time for the reception.”

			“Which means you don’t need me…”

			“You need to go to the funeral—to take photos of the family. It sounds weird, but Karl said today will be the biggest family gathering since the Tahoe reunion. And he wants pictures. Yesterday, I told him we’d be happy to help, no charge. The photos don’t have to be professional.”

			“Listen, I feel terrible about Zoey,” Liz said. “But we talked about this. Can’t you get David to take her to the hospital?”

			Gabbi ignored the reference to her ex-husband. They both knew the likelihood of him lifting a finger for the girl hovered around zero.

			“Liz, it will be a closed casket. Just don’t look at it. Meet Karl in the back of the church at ten-thirty before the service starts. You’ll be out of there by eleven.”

			“Jesus-fucking-Christ, Gabbi.”

			“I’m sorry, I’ll make it up to you. Scout’s honor,” she said. “And Liz?”

			“What?”

			“The camera’s in the bottom drawer of my desk. Left side.”

			Liz ended the call without a goodbye. She wanted to scream, but she couldn’t be angry with Gabbi. They had a longstanding policy of “kids before clients,” which Liz had invoked on more than one occasion. She stood up and paced around the office, trying to dispel her mounting anxiety. Feeling no relief, she phoned Dusty—maybe he could snap a few pictures. But the call went straight to voicemail.

			She fell back into her chair and closed her eyes, cursing the moment she agreed to this funeral. After reminding herself that she was a grown woman with a family and business partner who depended on her, she fumbled through her pockets and found an elastic band. She wrapped it around her hair and yanked the ponytail tight—a signal to her brain to knock off the nonsense. With all the willpower she could muster, she went to Gabbi’s desk, dug out the Nikon camera, and headed to her car. There was still time to go home and change. Though Liz hadn’t attended a funeral since college—she’d become extremely adept at making plausible excuses—she assumed that a dark skirt or dress was still the appropriate attire.
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			Although it was warmer than predicted, a sudden gust of wind chilled the back of Liz’s neck as she hurried toward Trinity Church in a black pencil skirt and pumps to match. She noticed a side door in the stone building and gave it a tug but found it locked. So much for slipping in and making her way incognito to the back of the church. Circling around to the front, she stepped through the heavy doors and paused, waiting for her vision to adjust to the dim light. A faint smell of burning wax filled the antechamber, and she could hear low voices in the distance.

			Gazing up the narrow aisle that divided the pews, her eyes came to rest on a gleaming cherry-wood coffin flanked by enormous candles. A spray of ivory lilies and woodland ferns softened the edges of the rectangular box. And next to the podium, two towering mixed bouquets offered splashes of color in the otherwise somber church. Where flowers were concerned, her partner had thought of everything.

			Holding tight to her purse and camera bag, Liz started up the aisle with the heavy feet of a reluctant bride. Although the casket was mercifully closed, her mind’s eye viewed the corpse of Mrs. Perkins with terrible clarity, dressed and rigid in her dark, silent chamber. Halfway to the altar, Liz experienced a peculiar lightheadedness and shortness of breath. You’re okay, you’re okay, she repeated to herself and pushed on. But four steps later, her knees began to wobble. As she grasped the back of a pew to steady herself, someone called her name, but the wump-wump-wump of her hammering heart was deafening in her ears. Collapsing onto the wooden bench, she looked up to find eighty-one-year-old Karl Perkins trotting toward her, his face alive with tenderness and concern.

			“Oh, Liz,” he uttered. “I had no idea you cared for Marnie so deeply.”

			She managed a feeble smile in reply. Beside him was the minister, a ruddy-faced man dressed in a thin dark suit and a clerical collar. He peered into her rapid-blinking eyes with a knowing look and took her hand into his warm palms before guiding her to the rear of the church.

			“You’ll find a ladies’ room right there,” he said. “Get yourself some water.” He lifted the camera bag from her shoulder. “Let’s take the photos outside. I’ll get the family assembled in the courtyard, okay?” Liz gave him a lame thumbs-up before shuffling toward the bathroom. On the question of God, she was agnostic. But this man instantly convinced her of the existence of angels.

			Alone in the dimly lit bathroom that reeked of mold mingled with rose potpourri, Liz splashed cool water on her face, careful not to smear her mascara. She stepped into a stall and lowered the lid of the toilet seat. There, she rested, slumping forward and staring at the cracked tile floor.

			In July, it would be thirty-five years since they lost Maggie. Images of her younger sister with tangled red hair and bold green eyes floated across Liz’s mind like colored balloons released against a gray, uneasy sky. In 1973, her funeral had taken place on a strangely mild day like this one.
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			Gripping the wheel of their station wagon, Liz’s father tailed the polished black hearse to the cemetery, speeding through yellow lights to keep eyes on the vehicle transporting the youngest member of their family. Next to Liz in the back seat, her mother swiped at tears with a wad of tissues while Liz’s older brother, Ned, fiddled with the radio tuner up front. Everyone at the funeral, including Ned and herself, had worn dark mourning clothes to the little church near her school. But just before the service, her mother had emerged from the motel room in a lavender dress; purple was Maggie’s favorite color.

			At the cemetery, Liz watched as her father, brother, and two uncles carried Maggie, tucked into a tiny pink coffin, across a stretch of clipped grass. Liz groped for her mother’s hand, disoriented by the bright sunshine and chirping birds in the neighboring trees. At the very least, she’d expected jagged streaks of lightning and growling thunder to mark the outrageous nature of her six-year-old sister’s death.

			A small group of relatives and friends huddled near the casket while the minister recited a prayer. The sun began to grow warm, then hot, and Liz pushed up the sleeves of her navy dress. Though she was ten years old and knew better, she worried that Maggie was sweating in that narrow, sealed box. She squirmed, aching to crack the lid and offer her a bit of fresh air. Better yet, a grape popsicle, the kind Mags adored though they always stained her lips.

			Instead of offering her sister relief, four unfamiliar men ran straps under the coffin and lifted it toward a newly cut opening in the earth. Liz searched frantically for her father’s face, and when their eyes met, he strode toward her, eclipsing the view of the burial. But it was too late. After catching sight of Maggie being lowered into that gaping pit, her knees gave way and her vision telescoped to blackness.
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			In the musty church restroom, Liz’s heart rate began to tick up again. Three times, she inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly, trying to calm herself. It was imperative to arrest these memories and get back out there to take pictures of the Perkins family. Reaching into her purse, her fingers quickly found a small bottle of Xanax pills—“Lizzie’s Little Helpers,” as Dusty had once called them. That was eons ago, when the twins were toddlers, and every unsliced hotdog threatened to choke her babies. Every backyard pool promised to drown them. And every ember in the fireplace longed to burn them. Liz had relied heavily on the pills back then, so afraid her boys might meet her sister’s fate. But she was better now. Infinitely better. She renewed her prescription only for the rare-case need. And today, under these very triggering circumstances, she would allow herself a little reinforcement.

			She returned to the bathroom sink and bit one pill down the middle, dropping half into the bottle and swallowing the other with cool water from a Dixie cup. Then she dusted her cheekbones with blush and reapplied lipstick before hurrying outside.

			As promised, the minister had gathered the family in the courtyard under a plum tree heavy with the blossoms of spring. He removed Gabbi’s Nikon from its case and walked toward her as one might approach a wounded animal. She smiled broadly, determined to appear fully recovered, and met his gaze as he passed her the camera. Yet her hands failed her, and it fell through her fluttering fingertips, smacking the concrete pathway.

			“Shit!” she cried, instantly mortified by how the curse word hung in the still air surrounding the church. She reached for the camera and unscrewed the lens cap, barely breathing. Peering down through the viewfinder, the minister’s tassel loafers came into focus with perfect clarity—no crack. At last, something was going her way.

			It took only minutes to snap a few dozen photos of Karl and his flock of middle-aged children, teenaged grandkids, and assorted cousins. No prompts to “say cheese” were necessary. The pale, well-dressed Perkins clan stood erect and smiled politely, eager as she was to be done with the shoot. Karl, who wore dark glasses to conceal his weepy eyes, embraced her warmly and thanked her for coming.

			As she started back to her car, Liz passed throngs of silver-haired men and women filing into the church for the funeral. Good Lord, had they ordered enough food to feed them all? Climbing into the van, she assured herself that folks didn’t eat too much at day events. She slipped the camera bag safely under the passenger seat and prepared to pull away from the curb when her phone rang. It was Gabbi again.

			“How’d it go?” she asked.

			“Exactly as I expected.”

			“That bad?”

			“Let’s just say that the next time I attend a funeral, it will be over my dead body.”

			Gabbi laughed in a way that lifted Liz up. Rarely was she the funny one.

			“We’re still at the hospital,” Gabbi said. “It’s a fairly routine fracture, but they have to put Zoey into a walking cast.”

			“What’s your ETA at the reception?”

			“Hard to tell.”

			For Liz, the harrowing part was over and, with Xanax on board, she was starting to feel back on her game. She told Gabbi not to worry, that she’d get to the Perkinses’ home before the party started and make sure everything was going as planned. Famished and still a bit fuzzy-headed, she was anxious to taste what the caterers had cooked up.
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			It was a godsend that Liz arrived when she did at the impeccably maintained English Tudor home of Karl Perkins. Scurrying to the backyard in what were now decidedly uncomfortable heels, she could see that the sixty-inch round tables were positioned on the lawn, but only a few were draped with celadon linens. And on the brick terrace, glassware and china were still stacked in plastic crates covered in shrink wrap. Men and women in black aprons hustled about, but the catering staff was predictably behind schedule. Over the years, Liz had learned to dress a table and artfully fold cloth napkins with the best of them. She got to work.

			Guests began to appear promptly at 1:30 p.m., meandering through a garden graced by blooming white azaleas and ancient stone birdbaths. Two waiters made the rounds with trays of pre-poured Chardonnay, Pinot Noir, and Perrier. Though it was still early in the afternoon, many reached for wine rather than water. It dawned on Liz that these funeral receptions provided welcome social outings for folks who had aged out of the cocktail party circuit.

			Feeling restored by a hearty serving of pasta and a fudge brownie, Liz scanned the event landscape looking for something requiring her attention. In the bobbing sea of dark suits and tailored dresses, a woman with auburn hair in a floral print jacket stood apart. She was enthusiastically holding court with a distinguished-looking couple, waving one hand in the air while the other clutched a full glass of white wine. Liz blinked twice and smiled. My gosh, she thought, there’s Mom.

			The unexpected pleasure of spotting Joanie dissipated quickly, replaced by a reflexive concern. Was that her mother’s first pour of wine? Second? Would she ever stop counting? Liz reminded herself of how healthy and disciplined her mother had become. It had been decades since her mom steeled herself with breakfast Bloody Marys to face the Maggie-sized hole in her life. As she had a thousand times before, Liz vowed to lighten up. Despite the circumstances of this reception, her mother looked lovely. Even a bit thinner than usual. Maybe one of her perennial diets was paying off.

			When the handsome older couple nodded goodbye and ambled toward the musicians, Liz drew close, undetected. She embraced her mother from behind, careful not to bump her glass, and enjoyed watching her spin around in surprise.

			“Hi, Mom. I had no idea you knew the Perkinses.”

			“Sweetie, how good to see you!” Her eyes swept down Liz’s silk blouse and skirt to her black patent heels and up again. She smiled approvingly. “Marnie took a number of my art history classes at the community college. Such a darling woman. What are you doing here?”

			“I’m working. This is a Touchstone production.” She gestured toward the buffet table and caught sight of her father loading up his plate.

			Her mother looked alarmed. “Oh, Lizzie, you don’t want to plan memorials. Events for old people. Where’s the fun in that?”

			Joanie was a decade younger than Karl and Marnie Perkins but, at seventy-two, she was still an old person by nearly anyone’s measure. Except hers. By her measure, she was still “youngish,” as she put it.

			“We only do this sort of thing for existing clients,” Liz said, feeling defensive. How did Dusty phrase it? “As a favor,” she added.

			“I think it’s smart,” her father said, nudging into the conversation and accidentally dropping a sourdough roll to the ground. “I’m all for product line extensions. Anything that pays the bills.”

			“Exactly,” Liz said.

			Her mother appeared unconvinced. Underneath it all, was she concerned that Liz was wading into a psychological danger zone with this funeral business? Or did she assume that Liz had tamed her demons by now, as she had? It was impossible to know; they didn’t talk about such things.

			“The problem is,” her father continued, “you’re still working by the hour, by the project. You and Dusty need to find a way to make money while you sleep. That’s the only way to get ahead these days.”

			It was her father’s new obsession: the notion of making money even after you’d left the building, punched out. While Silicon Valley CEOs crawled under their plush duvets and switched off the lights in their estates, factories in Asia were churning out the computer and telephone components that would add to their personal bank accounts and those of their investors by breakfast time. She and Dusty lived outside that tech world—so close as the crow flies, but so far from their reach. Her father’s advice wasn’t wrong, merely pointless. She and Dusty didn’t have the educational background to move into tech, nor did they have the savings to invest in it.

			She gazed into his heavily lined face, noticing the sunburn on his expansive bald spot.

			“I’d just hate to see you kids end up selling your business at a fraction of its value. Like I did.” Liz squeezed his arm and nodded.

			When she was a girl, her father and uncle had owned a small chain of stores that sold auto parts. Items that didn’t interest her in the slightest—brake kits, spark plugs, batteries—had put food on their table and allowed her to graduate from college without a single student loan. But when auto supplies moved into Big Box retailers and online, her father had been forced to sell his family business at a discount. As far as she knew, her parents were fairly secure, but not so flush that she and Dusty felt comfortable asking for help.

			Liz couldn’t see a path to making money while she slept, but she sensed that death-related services would never move online. Families needed help in these sad circumstances. A personal touch. A warm plate of ravioli with meat sauce.

			Though she was reluctant to admit it, death might be the only thing to breathe new life into Touchstone Events.
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			Chapter 3

			Standing in front of her kitchen sink, Liz peeled carrots and potatoes for a beef stew and stared out the window where evening began to settle over the sycamore trees. The funeral and reception—minus her embarrassing mishaps at the church—had gone smoothly, and the Perkins family had been grateful for their services. She should have been relieved the day was over, a job well done. But the twins were running late. She could feel that creeping worry that gnawed at her ever since they’d turned sixteen last summer and Dusty surprised them with keys to their own car.

			Though their pals teased them that the silver Prius was a “granny car” (in fact, Dusty had purchased it from the widow two doors down), the boys managed to exceed the speed limit on every road in town. Just last week, Ben received a costly moving violation to prove it. As she pulled out her phone to call Jamie, she spotted them rolling ever-so-slowly into the driveway. Ben was in the driver’s seat, as usual, but something was wrong.

			“Mom, we’ve got a flat tire,” Jamie complained as he shuffled into the kitchen and unharnessed himself from his backpack.

			“Second one this month,” Ben added on the heels of his brother.

			Liz set down the peeler and pushed the vegetable skins into the disposal, too tired to ferry them to the composter out back. “You must’ve run over something sharp. A nail maybe?”

			Ben shook his head and pursed his lips in concern. “No. I’m afraid the Prius has such low self-esteem, it’s been cutting itself.”

			Jamie snickered, and Ben glanced at her, checking to see if he’d scored a smile. Liz turned away to hide her grin, fooling no one, and Ben pumped his arm in victory.

			But what school officials were calling a self-harm epidemic was no laughing matter. According to Jamie, a girl in his chemistry class had crisscrossed her forearms with a razor blade, leaving a disturbing pattern of red welts. More tragic was poor Mikey Matsen, a former soccer teammate of Ben’s who fatally overdosed a few weeks ago. When Liz checked her PTA newsletter every Monday, there was a column called Teen Health Matters that encouraged parents to talk with their kids about anxiety and depression. Liz had tried to broach the subject, but Ben turned everything into a joke, and Jamie seemed disinclined to discuss such things. Dusty told her to leave it be. But he didn’t fully appreciate the pressure their kids—all kids—were under these days. Ben and Jamie faced ACT tests next weekend, and SAT and AP exams in May. As if all that were a stroll in the park, their school counselor advised the boys to “ramp up” their community service hours. How many canned food drives, charity car washes, and school auctions would be enough?

			She peeked over her shoulder at Ben, the blond, husky shortstop who was the spitting image of his dad. As he stood staring slack-jawed into the fridge eyeing the chocolate milk and leftovers, Ben didn’t appear stressed in the least. As a rule, he didn’t take anything too seriously, with the possible exception of baseball and Maddy Chan, the pretty soccer player who’d kissed him after his game in full view from the bleachers. Here was a boy content with B and C grades and the prospect of a state school. As he chugged the chocolate milk straight from the carton, she groaned.

			“Please,” she said, “use a glass.”

			“Like you do?” He closed the refrigerator door and carried the carton to within inches of her nose. She peered into his amber eyes and then looked down to see a trace of plum lipstick on the rim of the container. Busted.

			At the counter, Jamie slathered peanut butter on a piece of toast and headed to his room where, Liz knew, he would start cramming for a test. Unlike his brother, Jamie was serious about school. About music. Dead serious about video games. As her mother—known as Jo-Jo to the boys—often quipped, “My grand-twins are day and night, sun and moon.” Ben, who’d been pulled from Liz via Cesarean section nine minutes before Jamie, was bigger and had crawled and walked first. But Jamie, who’d inherited Liz’s dark hair and slate-blue eyes, had talked before his brother and learned to read a year earlier.

			Liz finished chopping the vegetables and added them to the broth on the stovetop while Ben settled at the kitchen table, scarfing down quesadillas and humming a popular tune between bites. Like everyone else, she was drawn to his sunny disposition. Yet, as she visualized Jamie hunched over his books, she felt an unspoken kinship with him. They shared an intensity about doing things right, leaving nothing to chance. Not that they didn’t have notable differences. Whereas she grew anxious after spending too much time alone, Jamie coveted his privacy. Two years ago, when the twins made the case that they needed separate bedrooms, Jamie volunteered to take the smaller room with one caveat: that he get a lock on his door. Liz had been against it; Dusty was for.

			“Jamie is getting straight A’s, and he never asks for a thing,” Dusty said. “Wanting a little privacy at fourteen is perfectly normal.” He made a fast, up-and-down movement with his right fist, miming masturbation. Liz ignored him.

			“What if there’s an earthquake—a fire?” she said, her voice escalating. “We won’t be able to reach him.”

			“He can easily climb out the windows. Please,” he added, dropping his palms on her shoulders, “don’t put your fears on him.”

			Liz had bristled under his pointed comment. If there was one thing—one thing!—she wanted as a mother, it was to keep a safe roof over her precious boys. To protect them from the toxic swirl of grief, guilt, and loneliness that had smothered her happiness in the years following her sister’s death.

			In time, however, she reluctantly agreed to let Dusty install chain locks on the twins’ doors, allowing her to partially open them to peer inside. Which she rarely did anymore. On any given night, both boys were locked away in their separate rooms, only a ribbon of light escaping from where their doors hung above the wood floors. If either of them was feeling blue or overwhelmed in any way, it was impossible for her to know.

			As Liz seasoned the stew, Ben rinsed his plate and drifted out of the kitchen. She heard him knock on Jamie’s door and amble inside. Moments later, they were both laughing uproariously, no doubt watching some ridiculous YouTube video or an episode of South Park. She lifted a spoon of broth to her lips, thinking Dusty was probably right. The boys were fine.
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			Chapter 4

			W     hether it was a lavish corporate gala or an intimate silver anniversary party, Liz and Gabbi always conducted a postmortem to determine what went well and what needed improvement. The term seemed grimly fitting to Liz as she sat across from her partner at Café Borrone on Monday morning to discuss the Perkins memorial. Though Gabbi hadn’t arrived at the reception until the caterer had begun to clear the buffet and cork the half-empty bottles of wine, she remarked that everything appeared to have gone precisely as planned.

			“Yep,” Liz said between bites of a bran muffin. “No snafus, no drama.”

			“It’s nice, isn’t it? To manage an event with no Bridezillas? No inebriated tech bros hitting on the wait staff?” Gabbi helped herself to a side of breakfast potatoes glistening in olive oil and looked at her expectantly.

			Liz had to agree. The guests had been remarkably easy to please and pleasant to serve. “We didn’t have so much as a single vegan complain about the meat sauce.”

			“So, if we had another client in this ‘new sector,’ you’d be okay with it?”

			“Please don’t tell me someone else has died.”

			“Not yet.”

			The familiar feeling of being one step behind Gabbi, the bold brunette who was always charging ahead, settled over Liz. Years earlier, they’d attended the same public high school, though Gabbi was always the first to say she came from “the east side, the rough side of the tracks.” A year apart in age, they bonded on the girls’ basketball team where Liz was a point guard and Gabbi a shooting guard. Gabbi, whose mother was from Mexico City and whose father was of Italian descent, played with a fearless street style—throwing elbows and cursing in Spanish under her breath. Liz quickly learned to favor the younger girl, feeding her balls so that she could take the shot. Which she always did. Even after a string of failed attempts, where the ball clanked off the rim or missed the net entirely, Gabbi would go for it. More times than not, her gutsy play paid off. Now, Gabbi was gearing up to take a shot at the death business. Liz had to ask herself, was she willing to play along?

			Gabbi stirred her latte and leaned in closer to Liz. “When guests started to leave the reception, Karl introduced me to an old friend, Anthony Marino, and asked me to see him out. We got to talking, and Mr. Marino made me—us—an interesting proposition.”

			As Gabbi explained it, she’d helped the elderly gentleman with a silver-handled cane make his way through the gardens to the front of the Perkins home. By the time they arrived at a spotless Jaguar where a large man with Polynesian features sat behind the wheel, Anthony Marino had proposed that Touchstone help him “wrap up a few estate issues.” Apparently, Karl had told him that Gabbi Rossi and Liz Becker were very resourceful and might be of assistance.

			Gabbi acknowledged that what Mr. Marino wanted wasn’t strictly event planning. He was a single man with serious heart disease who needed to downsize and get his affairs in order.

			“He wants us to plan his memorial service—in advance, of course—so that’s a no-brainer,” Gabbi said. “But he also wants us to go through his house and help him figure out what to keep for his heirs and what to give away. I suspect we may be clearing out some closets.”

			“And why would we do that?” Liz was worried about stepping outside the lane of event planning. On the other hand, she was intrigued by the opportunity to put things in order. It seemed to fall squarely into her category of The Gritty.

			“Because he’ll pay seventy-five dollars an hour, a hundred fifty for the two of us.”

			It was a step down, this hourly wage. But if the work was steady? Maybe she and Dusty could pay some of the bills they’d quarreled about.

			As she poked impatiently at her eggs, Gabbi looked ready to start the new job ASAP. Her ex-husband, David, was no longer obliged to pay child support because Zoey had turned eighteen; his checks stopped arriving the month after her birthday. While never an attentive father, he’d virtually disappeared a year ago when Zoey told her parents she was gay. Although the bright, spirited girl had a merit scholarship to cover most of her college tuition, Gabbi was on the hook for her room and board.

			“So, what do you think?” Gabbi asked.

			Liz reached for her purse and nodded. “I’m in. When does Mr. Marino want us to start?”

			“Tomorrow. He’s ready when we are.”
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			Though it was a school night, Dusty had scored three seats behind the dugout at AT&T Park in San Francisco, courtesy of a buddy whose house he’d remodeled a few years back. Last season, as Barry Bonds surpassed Babe Ruth and Hank Aaron to clinch the homerun record of all time, Giants tickets had been hard to find, impossible to afford. This would be the guys’ first game in 2008, and Ben had raced home from practice virtually foaming at the mouth. Even Jamie had opted for a live game over a digital one, sliding off his headset and pulling on a Giants cap.

			With her boys heading to the city, Liz was free to join her parents for dinner. Only a few miles separated their home from hers, and yet weeks, even months, passed between visits. Since her father had sold his business and her mother had retired from teaching, the two of them traveled more. And, until the recent economic slump, Liz’s hectic night-and-weekend schedule of events left no time for drop-ins. But there was something else. Particularly when they were alone, a shifting tension existed between her mother and herself that was unpredictable. As Liz hurried to her car with a tin of oatmeal cookies warm from the oven, she vowed not to linger on that. Yes, they had their past sorrows and resentments, but wasn’t every mother-daughter relationship complicated, a wee bit fraught?

			Her parents still lived three blocks from the old train station in Menlo Park. “Everybody loves the sound of a train in the distance,” Paul Simon sang, but not everyone liked the clatter and vibration of Caltrains nearby. Her family had grown accustomed to the din of the railway, and Liz scarcely registered it as she pulled up to the single-story home dwarfed by towering redwoods. Though the sun was low in the sky, the air temperature was inviting, and her mother’s pink and white impatiens brightened the entrance. The light was on in the bathroom that she and her older brother, Ned, had once shared, and Liz made a mental note to call him. They hadn’t spoken since Christmas.

			She grabbed the cookies and circled round to the back patio where she knew her father would be grilling chicken. He was wearing the royal blue Adidas tracksuit that she’d given him on Father’s Day a decade ago. In his right hand was a spatula. In his left, a scotch and soda in the same rocks glass her grandfather had clutched at muggy family reunions in Wisconsin. He raised the glass in greeting. “Want a drink before supper?”

			“I’d love one, but I’ll get it myself.” She jiggled her car keys at him and smiled. “Can’t risk one of your double shots tonight.”

			She stepped through the sliding-glass door and glanced around at the floral upholstered furniture and traditional bronze lamps, feeling a deep connection to the old house. It had been their refuge, a place to start over as a family of four rather than five. And though the early years had been difficult—harrowing, really—they had endured within these sturdy walls, under this shingled roof.

			She whistled softly, and Cheddar, their arthritic golden retriever, limped over to bury his head in her knees and wash her palms with his eager tongue. In the kitchen, Liz spotted her mother tossing a salad and tending a pot of what smelled like polenta. She was dressed in a green silk tunic over leggings, and a gold pendant shimmered on her chest. Liz wished she’d worn something other than jeans.

			“Come in, come in,” her mother said. “Can I put you to work?”

			On the table where, a lifetime ago, Liz had served Ned and herself gummy cheese pizza from the freezer—they had quickly learned to fend for themselves after Maggie died—she now laid out silverware and lit the tall, tapered candles. Moments later, the porch door clacked shut and her father shuffled in carrying a carving board heaped with chicken. The sweet, smoky smell of barbeque sauce made her mouth water, and she savored the luxury of having her parents prepare her a home-cooked meal. On evenings like this, she could almost believe the dark years had never existed. In fact, there were no photos from that time, no portraits of Maggie hanging on the walls or beaming from silver frames on the mantle. Only pictures of Ben and Jamie, the generation untouched by tragedy.

			Over dinner, they chatted about the surge of troops in Iraq and the contenders for President Bush’s seat in the Oval Office.

			“I can’t imagine why either McCain or Obama would want the job,” her father said. “The economy is such a mess.” He turned to Liz. “How are things at work? Anything in the pipeline?”

			“Gabbi just brought on a new client,” she said, relieved to deliver a positive report. “Someone named Anthony Marino.”

			Her mother stopped chewing and set down her fork. “Tony? I saw him from a distance at Marnie’s memorial. You didn’t meet him?”

			Liz shook her head.

			“Well, I’ve met him. And I’m sorry to tell you he’s a Grade-A jerk.”

			Liz said nothing, preferring not to encourage the sharp turn in the conversation. She reached for her wine glass and took a long, deliberate sip.

			“Years ago, Tony’s wife, Carol, was the volunteer coordinator at the Boys and Girls Club. She heard I was an artist and brought me onboard to do crafts with the kids. Though she was older, we became good friends.” Her mother paused to take a small bite of the yellow polenta. “When Tony left Carol for his receptionist—a girl half his age from the Philippines—she stopped coming to the Club and cried for months.” Her mother shot her a severe look. “Like I said, a real jerk.”

			Liz focused on her salad, trying to enjoy the crunchy cucumber and soft feta cheese. But she could feel the pleasantness of the evening begin to slip away.

			“Well, as I remember, the guy’s a World War II vet,” her father said. “Can’t be all bad. He served in the Pacific Theater.”

			“Maybe that’s where he acquired his taste for little floozies.”

			“Joan, honey, that’s enough.” His voice was both firm and pleading.

			It was Liz’s turn to set down her fork. “Gabbi told me that Mr. Marino lives all alone,” she said. “During the day, he has only a caretaker with him.” The old man did, in fact, sound like a bona fide asshole, but she felt compelled to defend him. Before the downturn, when her business was a happy, chaotic dash from one lavish event to another, such gossip might have seemed harmless. But now, she was in no position to judge clients. Why couldn’t her mother see that and simply be supportive? She had a penchant for bursting Liz’s bubble, fragile as it was.

			“After Tony had a heart attack, he required a lot of help,” her mother said. “It wasn’t long before his child bride left him for a younger millionaire.” She crisscrossed her arms in front of her, looking satisfied. “You know what you call that?”

			Liz shrugged.

			“Karma.”

			Liz pushed her chair back from the table, the legs making a disagreeable sound against the wood floors, and stood to serve the cookies she no longer wanted.
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