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        April, 1975

        Kansas City, Missouri

      

      

      

      “I thought it would be bigger.”

      My best friend Libba sighed. “That’s the story of my life.”

      Unlike me, she wasn’t referring to the bronze horse displayed in front of us—not if her naughty smile was any indication.

      I was definitely referring to the horse. “The catalog makes it look life size.”

      “Why do you care?”

      “I don’t want anyone to be disappointed, to expect something large and be confronted with a smaller reality.”

      “Again, the story of my life.” Libba had a zest for living that allowed her to compare sizes. Regularly. Although, to be fair, she seemed devoted to the latest man—Jimmy, a totally-inappropriate-in-every-way-that-shouldn’t-count-but-did fireman. She patted my arm. “The exhibition is amazing. Everyone will love it. Don’t worry.”

      The size of the horses and the quality of the exhibition weren’t my concern; my job as the gala chairman was to worry over food, décor, liquor, entertainment, and the seating chart. Worrying about horses’ sizes made for a nice change—I’d worried the gala almost to death. Worrying about the exhibit made for a nice change.

      Libba closed her fingers around my arm and pulled me away from the horse. “I want a closer look at that.” She pointed to a jade burial suit sewn with gold thread.

      I let myself be pulled. That we’d been allowed in before the exhibition opened was a special treat, and this was our chance to see the Chinese treasures without a crowd.

      Libba opened the exhibition’s accompanying booklet and read, “Made for Tou Wan, the wife of Prince Ching of Chungsan.” She studied the fortune in jade in the glass case. “He must have adored her.”

      The amount of jade and gold was impressive, but I suspected other motives. “Or he wanted to show up his friends.”

      “Since when are you a cynic?”

      I’d spent the past year of my life tripping over bodies—murdered bodies. Murder shattered rose-colored glasses. The pair I’d worn most of my marriage and adult life had been ground to a pile of pink dust. “I’m not a cynic, I’m a realist.”

      “Potato, potahto. And you didn’t answer my question.”

      “Since Henry.” Before his murder, my late husband cheated on me with reckless abandon. “The glasses came off when Henry slept with Madeline.”

      “That’s ridiculous. You’ve been ridiculously optimistic scads of times since then.” She offered me a stern glance. “I count on you to be Pollyanna.”

      “Try me on a day when my whole family isn’t in town.”

      “Aha!” Libba pointed at me as if she’d discovered an important clue. “That explains the glass-half-empty mood. Who’s staying at your house?”

      “Aunt Sis and Karma are with me. Marjorie and Greg are staying at the Alameda.” After her last visit, my sister decided Mother was best taken in small doses. Marjorie refused to stay with my parents (not that I blamed her). Nor did she want to share a roof with our half-sister, Karma. Instead, she’d reserved a suite at a hotel on the Country Club Plaza.

      “That saves you a bit of drama.”

      I held up crossed fingers. Both hands. With Marjorie, drama was always a risk.

      We moved on to Prince Ching’s burial suit, which was bigger, more ornate, and more impressive than his wife’s. “Are you sure you won’t bring Jimmy? We can squeeze another chair at the table.”

      “Uh, no.”

      “Why not?”

      “Are you kidding? Imagine the grief I’d get for bringing a younger man. Also—” she wrinkled her nose “—Jimmy has zero interest in this part of my world. Anarchy’s escorting you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Does Frances know?”

      Mother did not approve of my relationship with a homicide detective. To her mind, the only way of thinking, he was totally-inappropriate-in-every-way-that-counted bad for me. Her exact words upon learning Anarchy was my escort to the gala—have you lost your ever-loving mind?

      The ensuing conversation had not been positive.

      “She knows.”

      “Did you tell her you’re going away with him?”

      “That hasn’t been decided.”

      Libba crossed her arms and stared at me. “You told him you’d discuss it after the gala.”

      “Yes.”

      “The gala is tonight.”

      “Yes.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What is there to discuss?”

      “It’s a commitment.”

      “You like commitments.”

      “The last one didn’t work out so well.”

      “Pooh!” Libba waved the tips of her fingers at me as if I were a bothersome fly. “That was Henry’s fault. You’re the marrying kind.”

      “Anarchy asked me for a weekend, not a lifetime.”

      “Exactly!” Now she sounded triumphant. “What’s the problem?”

      “Relationships change people.” Relationships changed women. A thousand tiny compromises. Air conditioning set at frigid instead of a ceiling fan. The TV on while falling asleep. Beach vacations rather than trips to the mountains. Too many concessions and a woman might find herself eating grapes in her chicken salad or raisins in her oatmeal cookies. She might wake up one morning, glance in the mirror, and not recognize the woman staring back at her.

      “That’s a poor excuse. Henry was an ass. He hurt you. Now you’re gun shy. Trust me, Anarchy’s nothing like Henry. And he’s crazy for you.”

      I didn’t have an answer, so I stared at the prince’s burial suit.

      “Don’t mess this up.”

      “I’m trying not to.”

      Curiosity flickered in her eyes. Would I? Wouldn’t I? “What are you going to tell him?”

      I hadn’t decided. Not yet. “He’ll be the first to know.”

      Libba glanced at her watch. “What time is your hair appointment?”

      “Two o’clock.” It was barely eleven. “There’s plenty of time to take in the exhibition.”

      Libba pouted. “I’m hungry. We can grab lunch at Winstead’s.”

      Much as I loved steakburgers and fries, my jittery stomach had zero interest in food. “I can’t eat.”

      “The dress?”

      The dress fit like a dream. “Nerves.”

      “You covered every detail, raised more money than anyone ever imagined, and bought the perfect dress. Tonight will be a triumph.”

      “I hope so.” Mother and her cohorts foisted this gala on me at the last moment, and I’d worked hard to make it a success. A tiny, best-left-silent part of me wanted the evening to be more successful, more fabulous, and more memorable than anything Mother ever chaired. One thing was certain: anything less than perfection would be revisited at every holiday gathering for the rest of my life. Remember when Ellison chaired the Chinese Exhibition gala, and they ran out of wine. Remember when Ellison chaired the gala, and the food was undercooked. Remember when Ellison could have made local history, but a mass murderer slaughtered half the guests.

      I took a deep, needed breath, and we moved to a case holding bronze leopards inlaid with gold.

      “Pretty.” Libba nodded her approval. “Who’s at your table?”

      “Me, Anarchy, you, Aunt Sis, Karma, Marjorie and Greg, and some people from the Chinese embassy.”

      “I hope they’re men.”

      “In the market?” Poor Jimmy.

      “Don’t be silly. I’m perfectly happy with my current beau. We need men to even out the table.”

      God forbid women should outnumber men at a table. “Fair point.”

      “What else should we see?” She searched the exhibition for more gold or jade.

      “All of it. This is a big deal.”

      “It’s a bunch of stuff they buried with corpses.”

      “This stuff spans thousands and thousands of years. It’s culturally significant and a window onto human history.”

      “I prefer the Kama Sutra.”

      “That’s Indian, not Chinese.”

      “Well, I’m sure the Chinese wrote something similar.”

      I made a mental note—Libba could not, under any circumstances, sit next to the Chinese guests.

      “What’s Grace doing tonight?”

      “She and Peggy have dates. They’re going to the movies, then the girls are spending the night at our house.”

      “Oh?” Libba was familiar with the times Grace had strayed—one wild party and a couple of bad boys. Bad enough to give her mother a white hair (carefully plucked).

      “Aggie is staying at the house tonight.”

      “Sounds as if you’ve thought of everything. Let’s hope there are no murderers on the guest list.”

      “Bite your tongue.” Behind my back, I crossed my fingers. Tightly.
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      “You look really pretty, Mom.”

      Compliments from teenage daughters were rare. I hesitated to put in the second earring and turned to where Grace sat on my bed. “Thank you, sweetie.”

      “I’m glad you chose that dress.”

      I’d bought two (a woman needed options)—the first a vibrant red, the second a jadeite green, a shade Empress Cixi might have worn. Not that I’d ever mention her to the Communists who’d be sitting at my table.

      I put in the earring, a simple diamond stud, and smoothed the crimson fabric over my hips.

      Max, the Weimaraner who plotted world domination, grinned at me—a grin filled with brewing trouble.

      “Don’t you rub your head against me.” I shook a finger at him.

      His grin widened, and he stood, stretched, and walked toward me.

      I knew his tricks (till he found new ones). “Grace, grab him before he spoils my dress.”

      Grace hopped off the bed and closed her fingers around Max’s collar. “I’ll put him in the back yard till you leave.”

      “Thank you.”

      Grace and Max scampered out the door, and I took a final peek in the mirror. I’d do. Not even Mother could find fault with the strapless silk dress or the diamond necklace draped around my neck.

      Ding dong.

      Butterflies sprang a sneak attack on my stomach. He was here.

      Grace’s footsteps raced across the front hall, and voices followed.

      “Mom!” My daughter’s voice bull-horned up the stairs. “Anarchy is here. Are you ready?”

      “Be right down,” I called, my voice inexplicably high and breathless.

      I paused at the top of the stairs. I had no choice. Anarchy leaned against the baluster. He looked impossibly handsome in a tux. And he was staring at me as if he thought he was the lucky one. The soft but possessive expression in his coffee brown eyes stole my breath.

      I descended. Slowly. My lungs couldn’t quite fill, and my hand shook on the railing.

      “Hello, beautiful.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “Hello, handsome.”

      He took my hand, leaned forward, and brushed a gentle kiss across my lips.

      “Let me get a picture.” Grace held up a Polaroid camera, and its flash blinded me before I could manufacture a polite smile.

      I blinked away the camera’s halo. “You behave yourself, young lady. Aggie will be here, and she knows when you’re supposed to be home.”

      Grace rolled her eyes. “I’ll behave. I promise. You have fun.”

      Fun? When I thought about this gala, the last thing I thought was fun. There were so many things that could go wrong, and I so desperately wanted everything to go right. “Thanks, honey.” I pointed to the bombé chest. “When Sis and Karma get back from the salon, make sure they find the car keys.” My aunt and half-sister were borrowing my car for the evening.

      “Will do.” Grace kissed my cheek. “Seriously, Mom, have fun.”

      I nodded, and Anarchy escorted me out to the drive.

      A shiny new Lincoln waited in the spot where he usually parked.

      “Where’s your car?”

      “I figured we could do better than that for the gala chairman.”

      “You didn’t need to—”

      “I know, Ellison.” His voice was velvet. “I wanted to.”

      My throat tightened. I’d be an idiot if I didn’t go away with this man. If only my doubts would disappear. My doubts. They had nothing to do with Anarchy. “Thank you.”

      He brushed the back of his fingers against my cheek and opened the passenger door.

      I gathered my skirts and slipped inside.

      We drove the short distance to the Nelson without saying much. I went over mental lists, and Anarchy seemed to sense my mind was on the gala. Desperately on the gala. If I stopped thinking about the gala, I’d start thinking about me and Anarchy Jones in a hotel room far from Kansas City. A blush would darken my cheeks, and he’d notice. I kept my mind firmly on last-minute changes to the seating arrangement.

      Anarchy pulled into the drive on the gallery’s north side, and I took a moment to stare at the Beaux Arts façade. This was it. Tonight. All that work. All that planning. I glanced at the gold watch on my wrist. I had one hour to check Kirkwood Hall, tonight’s ballroom.

      When the guests arrived, they’d view the exhibition rooms. From there, they’d proceed to Kirkwood for cocktails, dinner, and entertainment (Chinese artists would perform a Lantern Dance). After dinner, the performance, and a few speeches, a seven-piece orchestra would play so the guests might dance as well.

      A valet opened our doors, and we swept inside.

      Bamboo screens and four red-silk banners painted with Chinese characters (peace, prosperity, friendship, and love) hid Kirkwood Hall and the party’s décor.

      “What now?” Anarchy stood next to me.

      “I check Kirkwood.”

      “Would you like help?”

      In nearly twenty years of marriage, Henry had never offered to help me with anything resembling volunteer work. I smiled at the man who’d taken a gentle hold of my elbow. “I’d love your help. Thank you.”

      We snuck behind a banner emblazoned with Chinese characters (friendship or love?), and Anarchy scanned the room. “This looks amazing.”

      Kenneth, the florist, had worked miracles. Peonies, lotus flowers, and orchids rioted. Chinese silks covered tables surrounded by gold Chiavari chairs. The stage, set at the south end of the hall, had a backdrop I’d commissioned from a student at the Art Institute. The enormous Chinese landscape complete with craggy mountains, a waterfall, and mist was the finishing touch.

      I nodded my approval.

      “What are we doing?”

      “There are changes at these tables.” I pulled the list from my evening bag. “We need to make sure they’re set for the right number of guests.”

      We spent twenty minutes double-checking tables and found only two tables with mistakes.

      I waved over a catering manager. “Table seventeen is now a ten top, and please set table twenty-six for eight.”

      “We’ll fix those right away. Anything else, Mrs. Russell?”

      “No. Kirkwood looks spectacular. Thank you for all your hard work.”

      “My pleasure.” His attention wandered to a table where a server straightened forks. “People will remember this party for years.”

      A shiver ran down my spine, but I smiled. “I hope so.”

      He nodded and left us, and I glanced at my watch. “We’re due in the exhibition.”

      “I thought this didn’t begin till six.”

      “We invited the largest supporters to arrive early.”

      “How many?”

      “About twenty. Marjorie and Greg will be there.”

      “How is Marjorie?”

      “In a mood.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s a sister thing.” Marjorie was jealous. Not of the work I’d done—she’d happily leave that part to me. But she’d be gritting her teeth each time someone congratulated me on a job well done. She’d mellowed recently, but the edge of competition between us never changed.

      We entered the exhibition space, and, of course, Marjorie and Greg were the first people we saw. Marjorie wore a blue satin gown with a plunging neckline.

      Mother would see that gown, narrow her eyes, and purse her lips.

      Daddy would see that gown and look anywhere but his daughter’s mostly exposed breasts.

      “Let’s do this,” I whispered to Anarchy.

      “Don’t let her get to you.”

      Easier said than done.

      My brother-in-law kissed my cheek and murmured, “You look lovely.”

      My sister kissed the air next to my cheek and said, “I thought the art would be more colorful.”

      I blinked at the unanticipated criticism. “You thought they’d polish the bronze?”

      “It’s all so drab.”

      The corners of Anarchy’s lips twitched as if he hid a smile.

      “Honey.” Greg’s voice was placating. “It’s called patina.”

      “If you ask me—” Marjorie pointed to a squat bronze vessel that was older than time “—it looks old and dirty.”

      Behind my back, I clenched my free hand into a fist. “You’ll enjoy the Tang section. Colorful pottery. Horses. Camels. Warriors stomping on demons.”

      “Camels?” Greg’s expression registered curiosity. “In China?”

      “The Silk Road.”

      “There’s a silk road?” Actual interest lurked in Marjorie’s tone and she scanned the room.

      “It was a trade route,” I explained.

      The flicker of interest extinguished. “I suppose we’d better see everything.” She made viewing the art sound like a chore.

      “There are amazing pieces.”

      Marjorie sniffed and took her husband’s arm. “You look beautiful, Ellison. Have fun tonight.”

      Maybe Marjorie had changed.

      “Thank you. You, too.”

      She shifted her focus to Anarchy, and a smile tinged with rancor touched her lips. “Hopefully no one gets murdered.”

      Nope. Marjorie hadn’t changed. Not at all.
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      “Ellison—” Phyllis Goddard took my hands in hers “—tonight is a triumph. You must be so proud.”

      “Thank you.” I tugged at my hands, but Phyllis (who’d obviously visited the bar more than once) didn’t release them.

      “Such a fabulous night.” Her slightly bleary gaze traveled around Kirkwood.

      “I’m so glad you’re here, and I adore your dress. Is the fabric yours?” Phyllis and her business partner, Joan Mardike, designed textiles.

      She smiled warmly and released my hands. “It is. I was inspired by China.” The cut of her gown was nothing special, but the fabric, silk embroidered with somehow-modern cranes and plum blossoms, was spectacular.

      “Ellison!”

      Phyllis and I turned, and a silver-haired woman in a silk kaftan enveloped me in her arms and the scent of L’Air du Temps. For a few seconds, a bouquet thick with white flowers and cloves filled my nose. Then Aunt Sis released me. “This—” she waved an expansive hand at Kirkwood Hall “—is exceptional. Congratulations!”

      “Thank you. Aunt Sis, I’d like you to meet Phyllis Goddard. Phyllis, this is my Aunt Sis.”

      Phyllis eyed Aunt Sis’s kaftan. “Thea Porter?”

      Aunt Sis grinned. “How clever of you. And your dress? The fabric is remarkable.”

      Clearly, tonight was a night for hyperbole—or at least big adjectives.

      I left them chatting about fabric and fashion.

      Kirkwood Hall was at capacity. Everywhere I looked, beautifully dressed women chatted with tuxedoed men.

      “Wine?” Anarchy stood at my elbow holding a glass.

      I accepted the drink with gratitude. “Thank you.”

      “It’s going well.” Anarchy was right. Everyone (except Marjorie) had enjoyed the exhibition and now they sipped cocktails and nibbled on passed hors d’oeuvres.

      “I can’t help but worry.” I searched the room for Mother and spotted her in conversation with Governor Bond. She wore a tight, brittle smile. Either she’d seen Marjorie’s dress, or she too expected a corpse to turn up. Maybe two.

      “Is that Senator Eagleton?” Anarchy nodded toward a man not far from us.

      “It is. Senator Symington couldn’t come.” Again I searched Kirkwood. “Mayor Wheeler is over there—” I nodded to the far side of the room “—talking to Laurence Sickman.”

      “Quite a crowd.”

      “Let’s hope nothing goes wrong.” Like a body. A body would be extremely wrong.

      A man in traditional Chinese garb climbed onto the stage and struck the shenbo, a Chinese gong. The sound reverberated through Kirkwood.

      “That’s my cue.” I swallowed rising stage fright and made my way toward the dais.

      The man hit the gong a second time, and conversations stilled.

      He waited till I joined him on stage and wielded his mallet a third time.

      The whole room stared at me.

      I swallowed, smiled, and turned on the microphone. “If I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting you, I’m Ellison Russell.” Did everyone’s heart do backflips when they spoke in public? “Thank you for coming this evening. And thank you for your support of this fabulous exhibition. Did everyone enjoy it?”

      A wave of applause answered me.

      “We have an amazing performance coming up, but for now, please find your tables for dinner.”

      The palms of my hands were slick with sweat and my head swam. I smiled at the man with the mallet, clasped hold of the railing (only three steps, but I didn’t trust myself not to trip), and descended the stage.

      Anarchy waited for me. Without a word, he handed me his handkerchief.

      I wiped my damp hands. “Did I look that nervous?”

      “You didn’t look nervous at all.” He took back his handkerchief and handed me the wine.

      “Then how—”

      His eyes twinkled. “I know you.”

      Why couldn’t I just hop on a plane with him? He was the absolute perfect man.

      He offered me his arm.

      Our table was located near the stage, but it took long minutes to reach our seats. People stopped us, I introduced Anarchy, they congratulated me, and each time I responded, “I had a wonderful committee. They deserve the credit.”

      “You and Libba did ninety percent of the work.” Anarchy’s whisper tickled my ear.

      “No one likes a chairman who hogs the credit.”

      “Even when she deserves it?”

      “Especially then.”

      We were the last to arrive at the table and, as I’d feared, Libba sat next to a Chinese delegate.

      On his other side—Marjorie.

      Given that they were in a horserace for most daring décolleté, the poor man didn’t know where to rest his gaze.

      Karma sat between the other two Chinese gentlemen, then Aunt Sis and Greg.

      The men stood when we stopped at our seats.

      I shook hands with our Chinese guests then pushed my hands against invisible shoulders. “Please, sit.”

      The men ignored my request till Anarchy pulled out my chair and I sank onto the red shantung cushion.

      “It is a splendid party,” said Chenglei Zhào, the man seated between Marjorie and Libba.

      “Thank you.”

      “Your museum is impressive.”

      “Again, thank you.”

      “I am told you are an artist.”

      “A famous artist,” said Aunt Sis.

      Marjorie scowled and reached for her drink—something clear in a highball glass, hopefully not straight vodka.

      Our salads were pre-set and in front of us. I picked up my fork and nodded at the Chinese delegates. “I am honored you could join us.”

      “The honor is ours, Mrs. Russell.”

      Marjorie jabbed at a piece of pickled corn (we had the committee to thank for that). “What’s for dinner?”

      The entire menu (not just the pickled corn) had been the source of serious contention. “A petit filet and grilled shrimp with sautéed snow peas and roasted potatoes.”

      Unable to find fault, Marjorie sniffed.

      Karma winked at me and asked the man next to her, “Did you attend the exhibition in San Francisco?”

      He smiled and nodded. “I did.”

      “Who throws the better party?”

      “Of course, Kansas City.”

      “I’m from San Francisco. I attended the exhibition opening there, and I have to agree with you. Kansas City is better. Marvelous.”

      Marvelous. Another big, bold adjective. Certain cultures believed that compliments brought the evil eye. A silly superstition, but in my lap, I crossed my fingers. No bodies, no bodies. “Thank you.”

      “What is it you do in China?” asked Aunt Sis, and the table devolved into smaller conversations.

      Beneath the cover of the tablecloth, Anarchy claimed my hand. He leaned close and whispered, “Congratulations.”

      Again with the congratulations. We were tempting fate. I wouldn’t breathe easy till I was in the car on the way home. And that was only if Anarchy didn’t ask me about travel plans.

      “Ellison,” said Greg, who sat to my left. “You look tense. Aren’t you having fun?”

      “Time of my life.”

      “Relax,” he said. “Nothing will go wrong.”

      Famous last words.

      Dinner passed without anyone ingesting poison, getting stabbed, or choking to death.

      That counted as a win.

      Then came the Lantern Dance.

      The guests watched, enchanted by the dancers' graceful movements.

      No one died.

      Next came speeches, and then Laurence Sickman, the museum’s director, invited me to the stage. “Thank you, Ellison, for all your hard work. You made tonight one we’ll always remember.”

      I accepted a gift wrapped in Halls’ signature paper and a gold bow. “Thank you, Laurence. Thank you to all the generous donors who supported this event. Thank you to our friends from China for honoring us with your presence. And, to the amazing committee members who made the gala possible, thank you. This is your night.”

      I stepped off the stage.

      It was almost over.

      And no one had died.

      Anarchy rose from his seat when I returned to the table. He bent, and his lips brushed my ear. “Do you have any idea how badly I’d like to kiss you?”

      My heart stuttered. “That can be arranged.”

      “It can?”

      “Absolutely.” I smiled at the guests still seated at the table. “Would you please excuse us? I need to make the rounds.”

      Rather than speak with the sponsors I’d not yet thanked, I led Anarchy into a dimly lit portion of the gallery, climbed a flight of stairs, and stopped at the landing.

      Anarchy took me in his arms.

      For a brief second, I rested my forehead against his shoulder.

      “Ellison.” His voice was velvet.

      I lifted my head, parted my lips, and—

      The sound of footsteps filtered upward. Someone climbed the steps behind us.

      Security guards?

      No. Security guards didn’t wear heels, and the clack of heel caps meeting granite was unmistakable.

      Another couple seeking a moment’s privacy.

      If I was right, we’d share an embarrassed laugh. But if the wayward couple was married (to each other—unlikely, but possible), they might share the story.

      The gala chairman caught in flagrante was such a phenomenal story the truth wouldn’t matter.

      Mother would kill me.

      Laurence Sickman would want to.

      The image of Laurence’s disappointed face decided me. I tugged on Anarchy’s sleeve and jerked my head toward a darkened room.

      We crossed the hall and paused inside the entrance.

      The footsteps drew near.

      “I’ve wanted you all night.” A man’s voice, harsh with need. “That dress.”

      “I wanted you, too,” a breathy woman replied.

      They didn’t sound married.

      Zzzzip. A zipper? They wouldn’t. Not in the hallway.

      They did.

      Horror and embarrassment combined for a limb-freezing cocktail. I couldn’t move.

      Every sigh, every grunt, every slap of a body against the granite wall made shifting even a finger impossible.

      The heat on my cheeks threatened to melt my hair. What did Anarchy think?

      The darkness hid his reaction.

      “Oooh, baby.” The man’s voice was low and rough, and I was fairly certain I recognized it.

      I squeaked and clapped my hand to my mouth.

      “Did you hear something?” asked the man.

      “Don’t stop,” the woman replied.

      “I heard something,” he insisted. “Didn’t you?”

      “No,” she replied.

      “Let’s get out of this hallway.”

      “Are you kidding?” she asked.

      I agreed with her. Wholeheartedly. They should return to the party.

      “In there.” Did he mean the room where we hid?

      Oh. Dear. Lord.

      “I’ll do that thing you like,” he whispered.

      “You will?” she purred.

      “Promise.”

      “Well, if you promise.” They were so close, it sounded as if she was talking to me.

      Anarchy tugged my arm, pulling me away from the entrance.

      The exhibit spaces flowed so museumgoers could walk from room to room without returning to the hallway.

      Anarchy led me to the next room, where dim lights revealed painted scrolls in glass cases.

      If we remained, they’d spot us.

      We tiptoed onward.

      The next room held Chinese antiques. A tea chest. A pair of Qing Dynasty armchairs. A canopy bed from the Ming Dynasty.

      The bed was the only surviving example of an alcove bed from the period. In addition to the raised platform where the lady of the house slept, the alcove allowed her to serve tea to friends. It was among Laurence’s favorite pieces in the Asian collection, and I’d stood in front of it with him only two days ago.

      I led Anarchy into the alcove’s shadows.

      “Harder.” The woman’s voice came from the next room.

      Then came more sounds.

      “To the left. No, my left. That’s it. Don’t stop.” Whoever she was, she knew what she wanted.

      I shrank farther into the darkness, sure my face glowed red enough to light the room.

      Then came a long grunt followed by a masculine sigh.

      “Wait, I didn’t—” the woman began.

      “We need to return to the party,” said the man. “Before we’re missed.”

      “But I didn’t—”

      “We’re gonna get caught.”

      “You promised.”

      “And I will, but not here. Not now.”

      “You said—”

      “This isn’t an empty office at the country club. Security guards patrol these halls.”

      “You didn’t care about guards a minute ago.” The annoyance in her voice was unmistakable.

      “C’mon, don’t be this way.” His voice was almost a whine. “I’ll take care of you. Later. Promise.”

      “The next time you promise me something, I’m collecting up front.”

      The man mumbled something I didn’t catch.

      After an eternity, the welcome sound of receding steps reached us.

      I slumped against the wall, and my hand brushed the bed’s mattress and touched cold flesh instead of the expected silk.

      “We’ve been gone awhile,” Anarchy whispered. “We should get back to the party.”

      That sounded like heaven. Keep my mouth shut. Return to the party. Maybe even dance with Anarchy.

      He tugged gently on my arm.

      I didn’t move, didn’t respond.

      “Ellison?”

      Maybe I’d made a mistake. I drew a shaky breath and extended my hand.

      I had not made a mistake. If I told Anarchy, the world would crash around my shoulders. If I didn’t tell him, I might lose him.

      The decision was easy.

      “Anarchy,” I whispered. “There’s a body in the bed.”

      “What?” Any trace of romance fled from his voice.

      “A body,” I repeated. “In the bed.”

      He reached past me and I knew he too was feeling the cooling hand.

      “I have to call this in.”

      “Do you?” The corpse wasn’t going anywhere, and the gala would end in an hour or so. “What if they died from natural causes?”

      Neither of us believed that.

      “Ellison, the guests need to be questioned.”

      “No!” My voice echoed in the granite-walled room. “The governor is at the party. A senator. The mayor. You can’t hold them for questioning. Nor can you let them go and keep everyone else. I’ll get you the complete guest list, a list of every server, every bartender, every member of the museum staff, but you cannot ruin this party.” I took a breath. “Besides, this might not be a murder.” Given my track record, it was definitely murder.

      “You shouldn’t be in here.” A man holding a flashlight spoke from the doorway.

      Oh, dear Lord.

      “KCPD,” Anarchy replied.

      “Makes no difference. This part of the museum is closed.”

      “There’s a body in this bed,” said Anarchy.

      The security guard and his beam of light lumbered toward us.

      I should have known I couldn’t get through an important occasion without finding a body.

      Light filled the alcove, flashing across Anarchy’s face, then blinding me.

      “Point that at the bed,” Anarchy instructed.

      The guard complied and illuminated a face.

      “Do you know her?” asked Anarchy.

      Gorgeous fabric spilled across the thin mattress, and dark bruises circled her neck. Murder. Of course, murder. “That’s Phyllis Goddard. I spoke with her before dinner.”

      Anarchy glanced at his watch—scowled at his watch. “This is what we’re doing.” He rubbed the space between his brows.

      I waited.

      “You—” Anarchy pointed to the guard “—will stay here with the body.”

      “What?” The security guard, who resembled Jim Rockford’s father, backed away from the corpse. “Me?”

      “You,” Anarchy confirmed. He turned to me. “We will find Sickman and put together a plan.”

      “A plan?” I asked.

      He nodded, and his fierce expression softened. “One that doesn’t include ruining your gala.”

      With the security guard watching, I lifted onto my toes and kissed Anarchy. Not a quick kiss. This was a hand-on-the-nape-of-the-neck, curl-my-toes, catch-me-I’m-drowning kiss. “Thank you.”

      “I’m counting on you for those lists.”

      “Done.”

      “Let’s find Sickman.”

      We left the none-too-happy security guard with Phyliss’s body and returned to Kirkwood Hall.

      “There you are.” Mother had lain in wait. She wrapped her hand around my wrist and pulled me away from Anarchy as soon as we entered Kirkwood. “There’s someone you must meet.”

      “Not now, Mother. I’m busy—”

      “I won’t take no for an answer.”

      “Not now—”

      “Ellison Walford Russell, I don’t ask for much—” what a laugh that was “—and I insist.”

      “Go.” Anarchy was familiar enough with Mother to realize this had the makings of a long battle we might not win. “I’ll find Sickman.”

      “See,” said Mother. “Your escort has someone else to talk to.”

      I suppressed the urge to kick her in the shin and followed her as she cut through the crowd, dispensing regal nods.

      “Who is it you want me to meet?”

      “No one.” She spoke from behind a fixed smile. “Where the hell have you been?”

      In the top three things I preferred not to share with Mother, telling her I’d found a body ranked first. Followed closely by telling her I’d listened to one of Daddy’s closest friends have sex with a woman who was not his wife. Telling her I’d disappeared to kiss Anarchy seemed mild in comparison. Not good, but mild.

      “I needed a breath of air,” I lied.

      She pursed her lips. “I don’t believe you.”

      Since I’d lied, I didn’t argue the point. “Where are you taking me?”

      “My table, where your father and I can keep an eye on you.”

      “I’m not five.” I spotted the museum’s director. “And I must speak with Laurence.” I pulled free of her grasp. “I’ll talk to you later.”

      I left her opening and closing her mouth like a goldfish and hurried across the dance floor.

      “Laurence—”

      “Ah, Ellison. You know James.”

      “Of course.” I kissed the police commissioner’s proffered cheek.

      “You should be proud.” James’s eyes twinkled with good humor and his voice sparkled with delight in my success.

      I wished I could scrub the memory of that voice grunting Ooh, baby. “Thank you, Uncle James. Do you mind if I steal Laurence for a moment?” I wrinkled my nose. “Party stuff.”

      “Of course. I should find my wife.”

      When he left us, I tugged Laurence through the doors to Rozzelle Court. The night was cool, and I shivered.

      “Everything all right?” he asked.

      I glanced around. Smokers dotted the courtyard, but no one paid us the slightest attention. “No.”

      “No?”

      “Phyllis Goddard is in the Ming Dynasty alcove bed.”

      Alarm widened Laurence’s eyes. “In the bed?” He pressed his hands together as if in prayer. “Tell me she didn’t damage it. Please.”

      “She’s dead.”

      Laurence staggered but caught himself on an enormous limestone pillar. “Dead? How did she get there?” He scrunched his face tight. “Is the bed damaged?”

      Poor Phyllis. I was worried about the gala. Laurence was worried about the last-one-in-existence bed. No one worried for her.

      “No idea how she got there, and the bed is fine.”

      “What a relief. What should we do?”

      “My date is a homicide detective.”

      “How convenient.”

      I ignored his hint of sarcasm. “It is convenient. He’s agreed not to disrupt the gala. We need to find him and formulate a plan.”

      “A plan?”

      I suspected Laurence might be in shock. A glaze dimmed his eyes and his mouth hung open.

      I claimed his arm. “Let’s find Anarchy.”

      We stepped into a rapidly emptying Kirkwood, paused, and scanned the remains of the crowd.

      “Ellison?”

      I turned.

      “Great party.” Stan Goddard smiled at me.

      “Thank you.” My voice emerged a few octaves too low, and I cleared my throat. “Thank you.”

      “Have you seen Phyllis?”

      Laurence turned a green only a few shades lighter than Chinese jade.

      What should I do? Stan would be a suspect. Spouses were always suspects. I had firsthand knowledge of that. But I couldn’t lie, not when Phyllis was sprawled across the alcove bed.

      “Laurence, you don’t look well.” That was true. “Stan, would you help me get Laurence to his office?”

      Stan shook his head. “I should look for Phyllis. You haven’t seen her?”

      “If you’ll help me with Laurence, I’ll help you find her.”

      The three of us climbed the same set of stairs I’d descended moments ago but stopped on a different landing.

      Laurence led us to the administrative offices and unlocked the door with shaking fingers.

      Stan helped him to the Saarinen divan in his office, then turned to me. “Phyllis?”

      There was no easy way to tell someone their wife had been murdered. “I’m sorry, Stan. She’s dead.”
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      The color drained from Stan’s face, and he swayed on his feet.

      “Sit.” I pushed him onto a Barcelona chair (Laurence’s office was an eclectic mix of modern furniture and Chinese art). “May I get you a glass of water?”

      “You’re kidding, right? You must be kidding.” Stan fisted his hands and beat a staccato on his knees. “It’s not funny.”

      Was he bereft? Was he acting? Impossible to tell.

      “I’m not kidding.”

      A stubborn shake of his head bled into a deep scowl. “Then you’re wrong. Phyllis can’t be dead. She can’t.”

      Arguing with him would be cruel. “I’m sorry.” I infused my voice with sympathy.

      “You’re wrong!”

      “Stan—” I gentled my voice even more “—when was the last time you saw her?”

      “She stepped away from the table before dessert.”

      “She didn’t come back?” It wasn’t a real question. Not when the answer sprawled across the alcove bed.

      “I assumed she was waiting till the dance ended, but when the performers left the stage and she didn’t return, I looked for her.” He glanced at his hands on his knees and slowly released his fists. “She never misses a dessert. She’ll run an extra mile or two so she can eat chocolate.”

      “Where did you look?”

      “I asked Joan to check the ladies’ rooms, and I searched the ballroom.” He looked up at me, his eyes pleading. “It can be impossible to find someone in a crowded ballroom.”

      Stan had a point. Ballrooms had their own flow, a rhythm based on chatter, the clink of ice in glasses, and the swish of women’s skirts. Depending on the flow, one might bump elbows with one’s least favorite person five times while searching for and not finding the person one most wanted to see.

      “How did she die?” Stan’s cheeks held less color than copy paper, and his hands shook. “What happened to her?”

      “I should let the police—”

      “The police? What happened?” His voice rose loud enough to startle Laurence from his there’s-a-killer-in-my-museum trance.

      “Ellison brought a detective as a date,” said Laurence.

      Given the whiteness of Stan’s cheeks, it didn’t seem possible for him to pale further. But he did. He also covered his face with his hands and rocked back and forward.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.” Such useless little words. I’d made such a mess of this. Stan was in denial and Laurence was in shock.

      Tap, tap.

      “Who is it?” Laurence called.

      “Jones.”

      The tightness in my chest released. “Come in.”

      Annoyance flashed across Laurence’s face—first I’d found a body, now I’d taken over his office.

      I offered him an apologetic smile.

      Anarchy stepped inside and took the room’s measure—Laurence’s still-stunned face, the man with his head in his hands, and me with my hands clasped together.

      “You found us.” Had a woman ever sounded so grateful?

      “Your mother spotted you leaving the ballroom.”

      Oh, dear.

      “She’s not in the best mood.”

      When Mother discovered there’d been a murder at the gala, her head would leave her body and orbit the sun a few times before she settled into blaming me.

      “She asked me what’s going on.”

      I winced, and Stan raised his head. “What is going on? What happened to Phyllis?”

      Laurence cleared his throat and looked at Anarchy.

      Anarchy looked at me.

      I answered with a tiny shake. I had not told the likely-to-be-a-suspect spouse how his wife died.

      “You should be at the party,” muttered Laurence.

      “Pardon?” He couldn’t mean that.

      “Someone needs to keep track of the gala.” He scowled at me. “Have you thanked all the major sponsors?”

      “No,” I admitted. “But—”

      “You should thank them.”

      Anarchy gave a tiny nod. Catching killers was his job. Making the gala a success was mine.

      “Fine.” I shifted my gaze to Stan, who rocked back and forth in the chair like a metronome. “I’m so sorry.”

      He didn’t acknowledge me.

      “I don’t know how long I’ll be,” said Anarchy. “Can you find a ride home?”

      “If I have to.” I left them, pausing at the top of the stairs to collect my thoughts. Who had killed Phyllis? And why? Stan didn’t act like a killer. If anything, he acted like a man in shock. But people, especially murderers, lied. Stan might be a phenomenal liar.

      I returned to a much-thinned Kirkwood where I thanked sponsors, accepted compliments, and avoided Mother.

      “Dance with me, sugar.” My father, elegant in a slightly dated tux (no wide lapels for Harrington Walford, Mother wouldn’t allow it), stood behind me.

      I couldn’t say no to my father.

      He led me to the dance floor and positioned his hand on my waist, and for half a second, time shifted and I danced atop my daddy’s shoes. Life was simple. Men were dependable. And I knew nothing of murder.

      The orchestra played “Someone to Watch Over Me,” and I followed my father’s lead.

      “Sugar,” he whispered in my ear. “What’s happened?”

      “What do you mean?” Talking to his shoulder was easier than looking him in the eye.

      “Your mother is convinced there’s a problem.”

      “She worries.”

      “Sugar?” There was an edge to that sugar, as if he sensed my secret.

      I trusted my father. “A hiccup.” Poor Phyllis. “We’re keeping it quiet.”

      Daddy’s hand tightened on my waist. “There’s a body.” Given how often that happened, he only needed one guess.

      “Yes.”

      “Murdered?”

      “Yes.”

      Daddy missed a step. “Who?”

      “Phyllis Goddard.”

      His body stiffened. “Your mother will have kittens.”

      “I know.”

      “I’ll take her home.”

      I jerked my chin and gaped at my father. “You’d do that for me?”

      “You’ve got enough to handle without your mother.” His face clouded. “When she finds out, she’ll come at you loaded for bear.”

      “I know.” My insides curled with dread. “But that’s tomorrow’s problem. Getting through tonight is what’s important.”

      “I’m your man.”

      Yes, he was. My throat tightened. “Thank you.”

      “Is Jones investigating?”

      I nodded.

      “Don’t tell your mother, but your detective is growing on me.”
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      Rough night?

      If anyone else asked me that question, I’d take it as a criticism of my appearance. But Mr. Coffee wasn’t like that. He was nothing but goodness. And we had the kitchen to ourselves.

      I nodded. “Very.” I’d arrived home at two after waving goodnight to the last guest.

      What happened?

      I’d tell him everything, but first I needed coffee. I held up an empty mug. “May I?”

      By all means.

      Some blessed soul (probably Aggie) had already pushed Mr. Coffee’s button, and a full pot called to me. I poured a cup, added cream, sipped, and sighed. “Thank you.”

      “Who are you talking to?” asked Aunt Sis.

      “Mr. Coffee.”

      “Does he reply?”

      I answered her with an enigmatic smile. Mr. Coffee and I had a special relationship, one I wouldn’t share.

      Aunt Sis poured her own cup of heaven and cradled the mug in her hands. “It was a spectacular party.”

      “Thank you.” I took a large sip of coffee. “What did you and Phyllis Goddard talk about?”

      “Who?”

      “The woman who designed textiles.”

      “Designed? Past tense?” No flies on Aunt Sis. “What happened to her?”

      “She died last night.”

      Aunt Sis stared at me over the rim of her mug, then sat on the nearest stool. “How?”

      “She was murdered.”

      “Murdered?” Karma stood in the doorway from the front hall. “Who?”

      “A guest at last night’s party.”

      “Is that why you disappeared?” Karma eyed the mugs on the counter and Mr. Coffee’s half-full pot.

      A question I’d hoped to avoid. I grabbed a cup and lifted the pot. “Coffee?”

      “Please. Wait—” she held up a finger. “—did you find her when you snuck off?”

      Aunt Sis’s eyes widened. “You found her? Where?”

      I poured Karma’s cup. “Cream?”

      “Black. Where was she?”

      “In a Ming Dynasty alcove bed.”

      “Was that part of the exhibition?” Aunt Sis closed her eyes and tilted her head. “I don’t remember seeing it.”

      “The bed is in the permanent collection.” I held out her coffee.

      Karma accepted the mug and sipped. “Wasn’t that part of the museum closed?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did she get there?” Karma’s eyes narrowed slightly. “And what were you doing there?”

      Woof. Good question.

      Max and Aggie now stood in the doorway.

      Aggie unhooked Max’s leash and eyed the level in the coffee pot.

      Max scanned the kitchen for bacon.

      “Good morning,” I said, grateful for the distraction.

      “Good morning,” Aggie replied.

      Max wagged his stubby tail.

      “Good morning, Aggie,” said Karma before turning her attention my way. “You didn’t answer the question.”

      Oh. That. “I left the party for a moment.”

      “To do what?”

      Aunt Sis grinned. “Give her a break, Karma. If he were mine, I’d sneak off with him, too.”

      The heat on my cheeks could warm Detroit in January. I downed what remained in my mug and returned to Mr. Coffee, grateful for the excuse to turn my back.

      “How did she die?” Aunt Sis asked.

      I remembered the necklace of bruises and touched my neck. “She was strangled.”

      Ding dong.

      “I’ll get it,” said Aggie.

      A moment later voices carried down the hall.

      What fresh hell?

      “Ellison—” Marian Dixon, my across-the-street neighbor, burst into the kitchen and jabbed her finger toward Max “—you must do something about that dog.”

      As one, we turned toward Max.

      Max yawned. Yawned so big that if we tried, we’d see down his throat and into his stomach.

      “What did he do?”

      “He dug up my pansies!” Marian had spent most of Friday edging her front-walk with lavender-hued flowers.

      “Max?” I searched for and found Aggie’s gaze.

      She shook her head. Not guilty.

      “Are you sure it was Max?”

      “Positive. That dog is a menace.”

      When it came to chasing rabbits and squirrels and cats, she was right. Nor was he above trampling flowers to a pulp (in pursuit of rabbits, squirrels, or cats). But he’d never dug up so much as a marigold.

      “I know it was him.”

      I considered Max’s pristine paws and deceptively innocent amber eyes. “How do you know?”

      “I just do.”

      “Did you see him?”

      “No,” she admitted. “But I know he’s guilty.”

      “His paws aren’t muddy, and he hasn’t escaped the house in days. The culprit is a different dog.”

      “It’s him. I’m sure of it.” Marian took a deep breath, obviously readying herself for the demand—a demand sure to include me paying for her destroyed flowers.

      “Ellison Walford Russell.” Mother’s voice pierced the distance from the front door to the kitchen.

      “Kitchen,” I called.

      Marian and her complaints didn’t stand a chance; an apex predator was in the house.

      Mother blasted into the kitchen and eviscerated everyone gathered around the island with a single glance.

      “There was—” Mother was perfectly coiffed, perfectly made up, perfectly dressed, and perfectly terrifying “—a body.”

      “Not my fault.”

      “At the gala.”

      “Not my fault.”

      “How could you?”

      What we had was a failure to communicate.

      “A body?” Marian’s eyes lit with morbid glee. “Where?”

      Mother turned her gorgon’s gaze on my neighbor. “We have family matters to discuss.”

      Marian didn’t move. Perhaps Mother had turned her to stone.

      “Ellison will chat with you later.”

      Marian remained frozen.

      “Aggie will see you to the door.”

      “Her dog dug up my flowers.” If that was Marian’s best, she might as well wave a white flag.

      “Max?” Mother was not Max’s biggest fan. “Max has never dug up a flower in his life. You are mistaken. End of discussion. Aggie, please see Marian to the door.”

      As Aggie saw Marian to the door, I poured coffee for Mother, emptied the grounds and scooped new ones, filled Mr. Coffee’s reservoir, and pushed his button.

      Stay strong, he whispered.

      Easier said than done.

      I took a deep breath, held it in my lungs, and faced Mother.

      “Explain yourself.”

      Aunt Sis rolled her eyes like a teenager. “Lighten up, Frannie.”

      Mother’s jaw dropped.

      Mine, too.

      “It’s not as if Ellison killed the woman, and she can’t control who’s murdered.”

      Mother glared at her sister. “This is not your concern.”

      “Nor is it yours.” Aunt Sis glared back. “I’d bet Harrington’s bank balance if Ellison had her way, she wouldn’t have found the body.”

      Mother’s eyes widened. “Ellison found the body?”

      Aunt Sis wasn’t helping.

      Max pushed to his paws, shook his head till his ears waggled, and ambled to my side. He was with me against all comers—especially if I made bacon. He blinked. Scratch that. He was with me if Aggie made bacon, and I gave it to him.

      I rubbed the sweet spot behind his silken ears. “I found the body.”

      “Why does this happen to you?” Mother demanded.

      I had no idea. “Unlucky?”

      “Don’t be flip.”

      “You’re looking for an answer that isn’t there, Frannie. You should support your daughter rather than excoriate her for something she can’t control.”

      “When I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it.”

      Wowza.

      Karma and I kept our lips sealed, and Aggie, whose return was visible in the hallway, tiptoed away.

      “A nice woman was murdered, and you’re more upset about Ellison finding her than you are about Phyllis’s death.”

      Mother blinked. “Of course I’m sorry Phyllis is dead.” Frances Walford on the defensive? This was new.

      Mr. Coffee gurgled his disbelief.

      “I met her,” said Aunt Sis. “She told me a big New York company wanted to buy her business. She was thrilled with the idea—national exposure for her designs.”

      No one said a word.

      “The woman had obvious talent,” Aunt Sis continued. “Her dream had come true. Now it’s gone. Someone took everything from her.”

      “I didn’t intend to diminish Phyllis’s death,” said Mother. “Your father tells me Detective Jones is investigating.”

      “Mother, you can call him Anarchy.”

      Mother’s lip quivered as if it desperately wanted to curl. “Ellison—”

      Aunt Sis’s stink eye cut Mother short. “A woman died at the gala. At most parties, the gossip buzzing through the crowd would be unstoppable, but no one knew a thing. I bet we can thank Anarchy for that.” At least Aunt Sis used Anarchy’s name.

      “He did us a favor,” Mother ceded. “But what will he want in return?”

      “Stop it.” My voice, strong and confident and sure, surprised even me. “He’s not like that.”

      “You have feelings for him.” On Mother’s lips, feelings sounded like a crime. “He’s not our kind. How does this work, Ellison? You get married, he leaves his sordid little bachelor pad and moves in here with you and Grace? No real man wants a woman with more money than him. You should know that better than anyone.” She scowled at all of us (especially me). “What next? You take him to the club and he plays golf with judges and business owners and scions of society? Do you honestly think he’ll enjoy that? Or do you give up your life and move to his bachelor pad? Tell me how this works, Ellison. I’m dying to know.”

      Mother had obviously given this some thought.

      I didn’t answer her. I couldn’t.

      I didn’t care about money or social position. But it was easy to discount them when I took them for granted. What if Anarchy cared?

      For long seconds I couldn’t breathe.

      “She’s an adult, Frannie. And those are her problems, not yours. She’ll figure this out.”

      Ding dong.

      Hopefully it wasn’t Marian with a plaster cast of Max’s pawprint.

      This time when voices carried down the hall, a man’s mixed with Aggie’s.

      I smoothed my hair and wished I’d taken the time to add a bit of color to my cheeks. Although, given our discussion and who’d just arrived, there was probably plenty of color there already.

      Seconds later, Anarchy joined us in the kitchen.

      He still wore his tux, but the shirt was open at the neck, and the tie hung loose. Stubble darkened his cheeks, and darkness smudged the skin beneath his eyes.

      If he was surprised to find a room full of women, he hid it well. “Good morning.” He doled out wry smiles.

      “Coffee?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Please.”

      I poured and brought him a cup. “You were at the museum all night?”

      “Sickman had concerns about the bed. Everything took three times longer than normal. I came by to pick up the guest list.”

      “What?” Frost and hauteur fought for supremacy in Mother’s voice. “You’re not interviewing the gala guests.”

      “A woman was murdered, Mrs. Walford. We need to speak with everyone who was there.”

      “Be grateful he didn’t keep everyone at the Nelson,” I said.

      Mother paled.

      “The list is in the den,” I told him. “I’ll fetch it.”

      “I’ll come with you. I’m due at the precinct shortly.”

      We escaped the kitchen unscathed, and Anarchy followed me to the family room where guest lists and seating charts still littered my desk. “Did he kill her?”

      “Stan?”

      I nodded and threw a rejected seating chart into the trashcan.

      “He’s a suspect. He says he never left the ballroom. And he says he can prove it.”

      “Sometimes the spouse is innocent.”

      “There’s something off about his reaction.” Anarchy rubbed his chin. “It’s almost as if he’s frightened.”

      “Frightened?” Was that what I’d sensed last night?

      “Maybe I’m reading him wrong.”

      I shifted a pile of papers and found the final guest list. “Aha! I can’t guarantee everyone on this list was there, but they all had paid tickets.”

      Anarchy eyed the long list and sighed.

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      “Swing by Goddard’s with a Bundt cake. Take his measure.”

      “Me?”

      “You have good instincts, and I trust your judgment.”

      If Anarchy believed Stan had killed Phyllis, he’d never send me to the Goddards’. “What am I looking for?”

      “I’m not sure, but I’d swear the man is scared to death.”
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      Chocolate and salted caramel were a killer combination—especially in Aggie’s expert hands. She’d baked a chocolate Bundt and drizzled caramel on top. The cake sat next to me in the passenger seat.

      I parked in front of the Goddards’ stately colonial home but wasn’t inclined to move.

      Between the push leading up to the gala, the gala, houseguests (beloved, but still houseguests), and finding a body, I lacked the energy to open the car door.

      Maybe I could come back tomorrow.

      I glanced at the cake. It wouldn’t last an hour if I took it home.

      With a sigh that reached my toes, I opened the car door.

      A bricked walkway led to the Goddards’ door. I wobbled in my heels and held tight to the Tupperware cake plate. I reached the stoop without mishap, took a cleansing breath, and pressed the bell.

      A moment passed, and no one answered. Maybe Stan wasn’t home.

      I considered ringing the bell a second time but rejected the idea. If Stan was home and didn’t want company, that was his prerogative. The man’s wife died last night, and here I was on his doorstep with questions. It was almost ghoulish (without cake it would be fully ghoulish).

      I waited another few seconds, gave up, and wobbled toward the car.

      The tip of my heel caught in a crack, and I stepped out of my shoe. My body lurched and spun, but somehow I held onto the cake. Both hands and the cake hovered near the ground. My butt was in the air, and a bare foot dangled an inch above the bricks—it was as if I’d decided to play Twister. By myself. I muttered my thoughts on uneven bricks.

      “Ellison?”

      Of course.

      I lowered my shoeless foot to the cool bricks, straightened, and turned.

      Stan stood on his front steps with a bemused expression on his unshaven face. He wore wrinkled khakis and an old sweater. Comfort clothes. “Let me help you with that.” He stepped onto the walk and took the cake from my hands.

      I retrieved the wayward shoe.

      “Please—” he gestured toward the door “—come in.”

      I followed him inside, paused, and took in my surroundings. Phyllis and I had been friendly without being friends, and I’d never been in her house before. Tasteful. Modern.

      Stan led me to the living room where Phyllis had used her fabrics on the upholstered pieces.

      Stan nodded to a couch. “Have a seat.”

      I sat, folded my hands, and waited for him to offer me coffee.

      He didn’t. If anything, he seemed at a loss, as if he’d forgotten the steps to a dance he once knew well. He deposited the cake on a side table and took a chair. “Thank you for coming.”

      “I’m the advance guard,” I warned him. “Many more will follow.”

      He’d need coffee and food and a box of tissues. He’d need masking tape to mark which casserole dish belonged to whom. He’d need better manners (although women were incredibly forgiving of a newly single, well-to-do man). He’d need—

      “I can’t believe this is real.”

      I abandoned the Stan-isn’t-ready list and remembered my own manners. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “You said that last night.”

      “It’s still true today.” And I’d brought cake. “Who would hurt Phyllis?”

      Something dark and primal flashed in Stan’s eyes, and his cheeks paled. Then he lowered his head and stared at his shaking hands.

      Anarchy had been right. Stan was afraid.

      Of what?

      “I can’t imagine who’d do this, who’d hurt—kill—Phyllis.” A tear splashed onto his clasped hands.

      Imagination wasn’t necessary. Phyllis was dead, and museum galas weren’t exactly hotspots for random murders. Whoever had killed her—and, for now, I seriously doubted it was the shattered man across from me—had killed her for a reason. “You don’t have any ideas?”

      He stiffened. “I didn't sleep wondering. There were two outfits from New York bidding on her company. Maybe the loser?”

      “Do you have a name?”

      “Jerry. Jerry Sopkin.”

      “Anyone else?”

      Stan’s hands stilled. “Joan wasn’t thrilled with her either.”

      Joan, her partner? “Why not?”

      “Joan didn’t want to sell. There’s also Diane Morris.” He lifted his hands to his face, hiding his expression.

      I waited.

      “They hated each other.”

      I was dying to ask why, but there were better sources—namely Jinx. “Is it possible someone did this to get at you?”

      “Me? I work for an insurance company. I don’t have enemies.”

      I made no comment.

      “People will think I killed her.” His hands dropped to his lap, and he regarded me with narrowed, red-rimmed eyes, as if he held me responsible for others’ opinions. “I didn’t murder my wife. I was at the dinner table when she died. Your detective is checking my alibi.”

      “No one’s accusing you, Stan.”

      “Yet.” He flushed. “It’s not a secret Phyllis and I were having problems.”

      Really? I added that to my check-with-Jinx list. “When are the twins getting home?” Phyllis and Stan had two children in college. Yale and Duke, if I remembered correctly.

      “Tomorrow.”

      “Having them home will be a comfort.”

      “I have to plan her funeral.” He stared at me hard enough that I shifted on the couch. “Would you do one of the readings?”

      “Me?” Surprise had me gaping.

      “Please.” Sorrow cracked the word in half.

      “I’m sure there—”

      He leaned forward, beseeching me with his posture and hands and sad eyes. “She admired you.”

      “She did?”

      He nodded. “She watched your career—the way your painting took off and made you famous.”

      “I’m hardly famous.”

      “People have heard of you. You’ve left a lasting mark. That’s what Phyllis wanted.” He laced his fingers together. “The way you succeeded despite your husband—she said you inspired her.” The bitterness in Stan’s voice cut through the sadness. Shredded the sadness.

      I swallowed. “Surely you’d rather ask one of Phyllis’s close friends?”

      “No.” His voice firmed, hardened. “When Phyllis’s business took off, she let everything else fall by the wayside, including her friends. Designing fabric—” he twisted the word “—building her business, that was what mattered to her.”

      Society celebrated men with that much ambition, but Stan’s sour expression said he’d not appreciated his wife’s drive.

      “Please read the passage. You’d be doing me a favor.”

      In essence, he didn’t think he’d find anyone else. “How can I say no?”

      “Thank you, Ellison.” He leaned back against the cushions as if the day’s toughest task was complete.

      “You’re welcome. What else I can do? Your doorbell will be ringing soon. Do you have plenty of coffee? Cream? I can run to the store if you need staples.”

      “No, thank you. Just the reading. I’ll let you know as soon as we’ve scheduled the funeral.”

      “Okay, but Stan—” I waited until he looked me in the eye “—plans change. You won’t hurt my feelings if you decide on someone else for the reading.”

      “I won’t.” For an instant, darkness flashed in his light blue eyes. There and gone, so fast I might have imagined it. I hadn’t.

      I shivered, suddenly eager to be on my way. “I won’t keep you. Enjoy the cake.”

      He flushed. “I forgot to thank you.”

      I stood. “You’re doing it now. And you’re most welcome.”

      I felt Stan’s gaze on my back as I walked to the car. When I was safely inside, I locked the doors and turned on the heat even though the day was mild.
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      I stopped at Jinx’s on my way home. Jinx was among my oldest friends. A crack-in-the-wall friend—one who’d been around so long, I no longer noticed her flaws. Until I needed to. Like today. Jinx knew everything about everybody. If she didn’t, if a detail eluded her, she made it her mission to discover the whole story.

      She opened the door wearing a plaid golf skirt and a twinset. “Ellison—” she offered me a welcoming smile “—what a nice surprise.” She regarded my navy-blue dress with interest. Why was I wearing church clothes so late on a Sunday? “I figured you’d have your feet up today.”

      “I ran a Bundt cake by Stan Goddard’s.”

      “I heard. How awful.” She arranged her face into a what-a-tragedy-tell-me-more expression. “How is he? Come in. Would you like coffee?”

      “I don’t want to keep you from your game.”

      “We’ve already played. I won. George is in the study pouting.” She mimed taking a long drink from a highball. “He hates when I win. This way.” She led me into her kitchen. “Coffee? Or something stronger?”

      “Coffee.”

      She wrinkled her nose as if she wished I’d pushed the cocktail hour. “The gala was spectacular. But you know that. Sit.” She pointed to a stool. “I’ll make coffee.”

      I did as I was told.

      She filled the coffeemaker’s reservoir, scooped grounds, and pushed the button. “So, what do you want to know?”

      “What do you mean?” I tried for innocence.

      “Oh, please. You must want something. You never drop by.” Her eyes sparkled with speculation. “So, what is it?”

      “What happened between Phyllis Goddard and Diane Morris?”

      “Ooh. That’s a good story. Cookie?”

      “I shouldn’t.”

      “Neither should I, but that never stops me.” Jinx opened a cupboard, grabbed a familiar white bag, and shook a few Pepperidge Farm Milanos onto a plate. “So—” she bit the end off a cookie “—Phyllis and Diane. Where do I begin? Wait. Do you think Diane had something to do with Phyllis’s death?” Jinx had missed her calling. She should have been an interrogator for the CIA.

      I shifted on my stool. “Just curious.”

      “Uh-huh.” She poured our coffee. “Years ago, when Phyllis started the business, she had two partners.”

      “Joan and Diane?”

      She put a mug and a porcelain cow filled with cream in front of me. “Bingo.”

      “What happened?”

      “The official version or the real version?”

      “Both.” I added cream to my coffee and sipped. The chill that invaded my bones at Stan’s house melted away, and I sighed.

      “Long day?”

      “Exactly. And the coffee is perfect.”

      She pursed her lips as if she sensed I hid important information.

      I ticked off excuses. “Gala, murder, houseguests, visit with Stan.”

      Her face relaxed—for now. “Officially, Joan, Diane and Phyllis had a polite disagreement about the business’s direction, and Diane decided to pursue other options.”

      “And unofficially?”

      “Phyllis and Joan kicked Diane to the curb.”

      “Ouch. Why?”

      “Diane considered the business a hobby. Joan and Phyllis did not. She skipped one too many meetings and she was out.”

      “Stan mentioned that Phyllis was ambitious.”

      “An understatement.”

      “How did Diane feel about getting ousted?”

      “She was miffed.” Jinx took another bite of cookie. “But she seemed to get over it. It wasn’t until Phyllis hit it big that Diane got mad. Diane claimed the original idea was hers, entitling her to a percentage of the profits. Phyllis and Joan did not agree.”

      “That explains why Diane hated Phyllis, but Stan said the animosity went both ways.”

      A devious, Grinch-planning-to-steal-Christmas smile curled Jinx’s lips. “Stan said that?”

      “He did.”

      “He would know,” she purred.

      She didn’t mean— “He didn’t.”

      “He did. Stan had an affair with Diane. I heard she seduced him to get even with Phyllis.”

      “Stan?” Stan was middle-aged with thinning hair, a slight paunch, and hair growing out of his ears.

      “It had nothing to do with lust, everything to do with getting even.”

      Oh, dear Lord. Diane Morris’s anger had to burn white-hot for her to hop into bed with Stan. “Still.”

      “Not everyone has an Anarchy Jones on the line. Maybe she was lonely.”

      I stared at my friend.

      “Okay, fine. She slept with Stan to hurt Phyllis.”

      “You’d think Stan would realize that.”

      “Men are deluded. Maybe he believed Diane was truly interested. Even if he suspected Diane’s motives, his wife wasn’t home cooking his dinner or ironing his boxers or warming his bed. She was designing textiles. And she was good at it. Better than he is at insurance.”

      “How long did the affair last?”

      “A few months.”

      “When did it end?”

      “When Diane figured out Phyllis didn’t much care. Honestly, word is, the slight bothered Phyllis more than the infidelity.”

      “But when did Diane break it off? Last week? Last month?”

      “Recently. The past few weeks.”

      I reached for a cookie. “How did Stan take the breakup?”

      “You’d have to ask him.” She didn’t add, tell me when you find out, but the request danced in her eyes.

      “Stan felt emasculated, slept with his wife’s ex-partner, and now his wife is dead. But Stan has an alibi, and he seems genuinely destroyed.” I bit into the cookie and let the chocolate melt on my tongue. “Who killed her?”

      Silence settled around us as we considered the suspects.

      “If I were Joan, I’d be furious with Phyllis,” said Jinx.

      “Why?” Joan was Phyllis’s partner—a sale meant money in her pocketbook.

      “The sale wasn’t good for her.”

      “How so?”

      “The buyer wanted Phyllis and her designs, not a retail store on the Plaza. They structured the deal so the sale price for the business was modest, but Phyllis was guaranteed a more-than-generous salary for the next three years.”

      “Only the sale price was split with Joan?”

      “Bingo.”

      Two women with reason to be furious with Phyllis. Furious enough to kill her?

      “Have you heard any whispers about Stan? Aside from the affair? Did someone kill Phyllis as a warning for him?”

      “He’s an insurance executive, Ellison.”

      “And?”

      “They don’t make them more boring than Stan Goddard. The man works, plays golf, and drinks Tom Collins at the club. That’s all he does.”

      “I don’t think Stan killed her.” I took another bite, but as I remembered the bruises around Phyllis’s neck, the cookie turned to ash in my mouth. “If a woman is the killer, she’s very strong.” And had enormous hands.

      “Maybe Diane or Joan hired a hitman.”

      “We’d have noticed a hitman at the gala.”

      “Maybe one of the Chinese guests was a secret ninja.” Black-clad assassins with swords at their hips wandering the Nelson’s halls? Not likely.

      I hid a smile behind the coffee mug. “Doubtful. Besides, ninjas are Japanese.”

      “You get my point.”

      “A ninja didn’t kill Phyllis.”

      “How did she die? I heard she was laid out like a sacrifice in front of that giant Buddha.”

      “No.” The reality was equally awful.

      “Then what happened? Where was the body?”

      “As soon as I’m allowed to say, I’ll tell you.”

      “Promise?” Jinx wasn’t ghoulish, not at all.

      “Promise.”

      “What did Frances say about Phyllis’s murder?”

      “Need you ask?” I glanced at my watch. “I should go. Aunt Sis and Karma are here through tomorrow, and I haven’t seen Grace today.”

      “I’ll see you Tuesday at bridge. And I’ll call you if I hear any juicy tidbits before then.”

      “Thanks, Jinx.” I stood.

      “Say, Ellison?”

      “What?”

      “I have a friend in San Francisco.”

      “Oh?” Karma lived in San Francisco. Did she have a new boyfriend? Trust Jinx to get coastal gossip.

      “She knows Anarchy’s family.”

      That stopped me. Anarchy’s father was a professor at Berkley and his mother was a fiber artist. He seldom mentioned them.

      “How much do you know about your detective?”

      “He grew up in the Bay Area, attended Stanford, and, as a boy, he dreamed of being a cop.” He made my heart skip beats. He made me feel things I’d never felt for Henry. He—

      “Did you know that—”

      I held up a hand. “Stop. If Anarchy has a secret, there’s a reason he hasn’t told me.”

      Jinx jiggled on her seat, as if whatever she knew made it impossible to sit still. “Ask him.”

      “Ask him what?”

      “What he’s not telling you.”

      The chill was back, and colder than ever—icicles formed between my shoulder blades. “What do you mean?”

      “You told me not to tell you.”

      I reached for the comfort of the still-warm coffee mug. “Tell me he’s not married.”

      “He’s not married.”

      Breath returned to my lungs.

      “It’s not a bad thing. But it’s something you should know.”

      The temptation was awful, and Jinx wanted to tell me. She bounced with wanted-to-tell-me.

      “Don’t tell me.”

      “Oh, please. It’s not as if you keep secrets from him.”

      I did. I kept a safe full of secrets from Anarchy, a veritable Pandora’s box of secrets. That I kept the box was my secret, but the box itself—it held other people’s secrets.

      Maybe everyone kept secrets. Little ones—how much the new spring dress actually cost, how many scotch and sodas disappeared at the nineteenth hole. Big ones—affairs, addictions, and hearts that no longer loved.

      “Don’t tell me, Jinx. Whatever it is, Anarchy and I need to figure it out on our own.”
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      “Did Mr. Goddard kill his wife?” Grace shot straight from the hip.

      Aunt Sis, Karma, and I stared at her in varying degrees of stunned silence. Aunt Sis went with mild surprise—not much shocked her, not even a sixteen-year-old discussing murder. Karma, who despite her hippie name had a conservative streak, looked aghast. And me? Dismayed acceptance. Grace had seen too much in the past year not to ask questions.

      We were seated around the dining room table, eating the roast Aggie had left in the oven.

      Grace, who held a forkful of roast beef inches from her mouth, stared back at us and waited.

      “I don’t know,” I told her. “I don’t think so.”

      “Then who killed her?” she asked.

      If Mother had joined us for dinner, she’d be having a coronary right now. And she’d blame me for my daughter’s interest in murder. She might even recount the gut-wrenching jolt of terror she experienced every time I found a body. Somehow, I’d refrain from rolling my eyes (gut-wrenching terror, my foot—Mother considered bodies an inconvenience, not a source of fright).

      “Catching killers is Anarchy’s problem.”

      Grace’s face clouded. “Have you noticed killers never stay Anarchy’s problem?” She was right. They had a terrible habit of showing up at our house with guns.

      Had Grace asked about Stan because she was worried about me? I reached across the table and squeezed her hand.

      I’d seen the wrong end of a gun more times than I cared to count. I lifted my wine glass, drank—a good (so good we were on our second bottle) cabernet to go with the roast—and said, “Don’t worry about me, honey.”

      “There are two kinds of people in this world, Grace.” Aunt Sis laid her fork on the edge of her plate, patted her lips with her napkin, and clutched her near-empty wine glass. “Most people see a problem and expect someone else to solve it. Not your mother.”

      Karma’s eyes twinkled. “What do you mean, Sis?”

      “Ellison takes after Frances that way.” Aunt Sis skewered me with a look she’d borrowed from Mother. “The two of you are more alike than you’ll admit.”

      Aunt Sis was wrong. So wrong. Mother was a force of nature. I was a gentle breeze. Mother pushed and prodded and got her way. I made polite suggestions. The wine (Aunt Sis accounted for most of the first bottle) was talking.

      “Has Frances ever backed down?” Aunt Sis demanded. “From anything?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      “Neither have you. You and Anarchy will catch whoever killed that poor woman, and Frances will gnash her teeth and fuss and be quietly proud.”

      Aunt Sis was right about the gnashing. And the fussing. She missed the mark when it came to pride.

      I glanced at Grace who was drinking in her great aunt’s words like her great aunt drank wine. With gusto. “If Mr. Goddard didn’t kill her, who did?”

      I tightened my grip on the wine glass. “Can’t we talk about something other than murder?”

      “No,” three voices answered me as one.

      Karma, Aunt Sis, and Grace wore matching we-can-solve-this-murder-over-dinner expressions.

      “Phyllis told me she was selling her company,” said Aunt Sis. “Was her partner happy with the deal?” She looked at me and raised a single brow, as if answering her was my only option.

      “No,” I ceded. “She was not.”

      “All right then, the partner is a suspect. What makes you so sure Stan didn’t kill her?”

      “He has an alibi.”

      “Pish. I knew his father—a weasel of a man who somehow married a woman ten times too good for him. He spent his life making himself feel strong by making her feel weak. Phyllis introduced me to Stan and I saw it immediately—he’s cut from the same cloth as his father. But Stan’s wife wouldn’t stay down.”

      I knew that story. I’d lived it. Rather than celebrating my success as a painter, Henry found it threatening. When he died, I mourned his loss for Grace (despite his faults, Henry was a good father), not for myself.

      “Aunt Sis—” her dislike for men who squelched their wives’ ambitions didn’t make Stan a killer “—Stan has an alibi. The only way he’s responsible is if he hired a hitman, and there were no hitmen at the gala.”

      Aunt Sis waved away my excellent point. “It’s nearly impossible for a woman to find a real partner, a man who wants her to be everything she can be.”

      My deepest fear laid out on the table. I felt my face go slack.

      “Women are accused of wanting to change men when all we ask of them is to pick up their socks and put down the toilet seat.” Aunt Sis looked at Karma then Grace then me. Her gaze lingered on me. “Most men spend their lives making the women they’re with less than they are.”

      I placed my wine glass on the table lest I snap the stem. Sure, Anarchy was perfect now, but Henry seemed near perfect when we married. And look how that had ended.

      Karma offered me a sympathetic smile. “Aggie seems happy.”

      “For now,” Aunt Sis bit out the words.

      “Bad breakup?” Karma asked her.

      Aunt Sis’s cheeks flushed a delicate pink. “More than one.”

      Grace studied her aunts with enormous eyes.

      “There are good men out there.” It had to be said.

      “Your mom is right.” Karma smiled at Grace. “Just look at Aggie and Mac.”

      Aunt Sis snorted softly. “Aggie got lucky.”

      This conversation was more terrifying than murder. I didn’t want Grace to think she’d never find a healthy relationship. “Then Aggie got lucky twice. Because she and Al had a wonderful marriage.”

      “Aggie’s better at picking men than ninety percent of the women I know.”

      Was I in that ninety percent? When it came to Henry—definitely. But what about Anarchy?

      “So we keep Mr. Goddard as a suspect,” mused Grace.

      “We?” I asked. “He has an alibi.”

      Grace grinned at me. “For tonight let’s pretend he doesn’t. At the dinner table. For discussion.”

      “Stan has an alibi,” I insisted.

      “Does the business partner?” asked Karma.

      I glanced at my hands in my lap, hands too small to make bruises like those circling Phyllis’s neck. It couldn’t be a woman. “I don’t know.”

      “Who else had a motive?” Aunt Sis demanded.

      “How would I know?”

      All three stared at me as if they knew I was holding out on them.

      “Fine,” I ceded. “Stan had an affair with a woman named Diane Morris.”

      “He did it,” said Aunt Sis.

      “Alibi,” I reminded her. “Diane took up with Stan because she was angry with Phyllis. She broke things off with him when she realized Phyllis didn’t care what—or who—her husband did.” I’d forgotten about Grace—I wished that or who back. If she saw any similarity between cheating Stan and her cheating father, she didn’t show it. Her face was alight with interest, as if she expected us to solve Phyllis’s murder before dessert.

      “Was this Diane Morris at the gala?” asked Karma.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      Karma swirled the wine in her glass. “Does she have an alibi?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “She’s on the suspect list,” said Aunt Sis.

      Again, I glanced at my hands. Explaining the hand size and strength needed to strangle someone wasn’t exactly polite dinner conversation.

      “Who else?” demanded Aunt Sis.

      Ding dong.

      I pushed away from the table. “Excuse me.” Aggie was having dinner with Mac, and there was no one to answer the bell.

      Max trotted into the foyer with me and sat as I opened the door.

      Margaret Hamilton, my next-door neighbor, stood on the stoop. Margaret donned a pointy hat and rode a broomstick when the moon was full. She had a spell book filled with hexes. And it had only been in the past year that we’d reached civility. “Ellison.” She didn’t sound civil—she sounded turn-Ellison-into-a-toad angry.

      “Margaret, what’s wrong?”

      “Your dog.”

      “What’s he done?” I scowled at Max.

      He stared at me with wide innocent amber eyes.

      “He dug up my annuals.”

      Oh, dear. “When?”

      “This afternoon.”

      I turned and called, “Grace!”

      When she appeared in the hall, I asked. “Did Max get out this afternoon?”

      “I took him for a run in the park.” She walked toward us. “Hi, Mrs. Hamilton.”

      “Did he sneak out of the house? Was he unsupervised?”

      “No.” She shook her head.

      “You’re sure?”

      Now she nodded.

      Margaret, who’d been following our exchange, sniffed. “You’re positive? A dog dug up my spring annuals.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry about your flowers, but Max didn’t do it.”

      Margaret pinched her features together and wavered. She might insult my dog, call me a liar, and curse the day Henry and I moved into the house next to hers, but she had a soft spot for Grace. “You’re certain?”

      “Positive, Mrs. Hamilton. If you want, I can come over after school tomorrow and help you replant.”

      “That’s very thoughtful of you, Grace.”

      “I’ll be there at three thirty.”

      Margaret nodded curtly, climbed aboard her broom, and flew home. Not really.

      I closed the front door and leaned my forehead against its cool expanse. “You want to solve a mystery? Find the dog that’s attacking our neighbors’ yards before they form a posse and send an angry mob for Max.”

      We returned to the dining room where the level in the wine decanter had dropped. Considerably.

      “We have good news, Ellison.” Aunt Sis smiled at me.

      “You figured out who killed Phyllis?”

      “No, but Karma and I decided we’ll stay in Kansas City and help you solve the crime.”

      “How wonderful.” What else could I say? “Who would like dessert? Aggie left us a cheesecake, and I’ll make coffee.” I needed coffee.
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      Bolts of colorful fabric covered the walls of Phyllis and Joan’s Plaza store—just Joan’s now. Bright fabrics also covered chairs, hung in neatly pleated drapes, and even dressed mannequins in stylish clothes.

      Joan Mardike looked up from an open ledger on the counter and welcomed me with a wary smile. Joan and I weren’t friends. There was no reason to be. Our children were different ages, she didn’t play bridge, and I rarely shopped in her store. That said, we had mutual friends and occasionally saw each other at cocktail parties where we’d smile and nod and exchange pleasantries.

      “Good morning,” I said.

      “Good morning.” The wariness extended to her voice. “May I help you with something?”

      “Just looking.” I fingered a bolt of fabric that went with nothing in my house. “How are you?”

      Joan’s lips pinched together. “Fine, thank you.”

      “I’m so sorry about Phyllis.”

      She snorted softly. “I’m expecting a busy day today.”

      Not the response I expected. “Oh?”

      “Women coming in to offer sympathy and ask questions. I didn’t pick you as the first to arrive.”

      “I didn’t—” I stopped my denial. Joan was right. I had come to offer sympathy and ask questions.

      “I heard you’re the one who found her at the gala.” Joan scowled at the ledger. “You probably know more about her death than I do.” Now she scowled at me. “I don’t know anything. I spent most of my Sunday telling the police how little I know.” She rearranged her face into a polite shopkeeper’s expression. “May I help you with a fabric?”

      If it would get her talking? Absolutely. I pointed to a muted geometric pattern. “May I have a swatch of that? I’m redoing Henry’s study and—” I pictured my late husband’s masculine office “—never mind.” I returned to the bolt that first caught my eye, the cheery floral that went with nothing in my house. The room wasn’t Henry’s anymore. It was mine, and I could decorate as I liked. “This one.”

      Joan nodded as if she approved of my choice. “Are you thinking upholstery or drapes?”

      “Drapes.”

      “Excellent. There are several complementary fabrics you might consider for chairs and sofas.” Joan cut a swatch of the fabric I’d selected then added a stripe, a plaid, and a second floral with a smaller print.

      The mix of color and texture and pattern was genius. With the swatches spread in front of me, imagining Henry’s dark study transformed into a room I’d enjoy was easy. “You’re good at this.”

      “You sound surprised.”

      “Sorry, it’s just that—”

      Joan’s answering smile flirted with bitterness. “Everyone thought our success was due to Phyllis, but it’s not enough to create beautiful fabrics; you have to show people how they can live with them.”

      “What will happen now? To the shop?”

      “Nothing. I own half the rights to Phyllis’s existing designs, and I’ll continue to sell them.”

      “But I heard Phyllis sold the company.”

      Her smile stopped flirting with bitter and embraced rancor. “The sale to New York? We hadn’t signed the papers. I still own the shop and designs, but now I’m partners with Stan.”

      I nodded vaguely, pretending I wasn’t fascinated by everything she said. “Is there an upholsterer you recommend? What about someone who’ll measure windows and sew drapes?”

      Joan opened a drawer, took out two business cards, and gave them to me. “The gala was exquisite. I should have told you when you came in.”

      “Thank you. In truth, I’m glad it’s over.”

      “I bet. What will you do with your spare time?”

      “Paint.” Painting was how I expressed emotion. And lately, I’d needed to pick up my brushes. The mix of color and dabs of paint on a snowy white canvas would help me make sense of my feelings for Anarchy. I loved him, but the terror that accompanied that emotion soured my stomach, kept me staring at the ceiling at three in the morning, and rooted me in a place where moving forward was impossible.

      “Have you considered throw pillows?”

      I blinked. “Pardon?”

      “Throw pillows.” Joan smiled pleasantly. “There’s another fabric—not everyone’s brave enough to mix so many patterns, but you…” She turned away, cut another swatch, and added it to the stack.

      “I love it.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “You must be so pleased you can keep the store.”

      “We’ve only been open a few years, and I don’t think we’ve hit our stride.”

      “You started it with Phyllis and Diane Morris?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Phyllis designed the fabrics.” I ran my finger across the tweedy texture of the swatch on top of the pile. “You sold them. What did Diane do?”

      “Not much.”

      “What was she supposed to do?”

      “Supposedly she had contacts with interior designers on the coasts—the kind whose work is featured in magazines. For the first six months or so, it seemed as if she tried, but she lost her enthusiasm. Phyllis and I were working too hard to carry her. We bought her out.”

      “I heard she wasn’t happy about it.”

      “That’s an understatement. Although she blamed Phyllis more than me.” Joan shook her head. “We were such good friends before we started this—” she waved at the fabric-filled store “—but everything changed. Diane hasn’t spoken to me in years, and Phyllis is dead.”

      “Was the store worth the friendship?” The question popped out.

      “What?”

      “The store. Was it worth the loss of the friendship?”

      Joan’s answering smile did a poor job masking her thoughts. “Why do you ask?”

      Because I was faced with a decision that might change everything. “Just curious.”

      “I’d do it again.” She collected my samples and slipped them into a bright paper bag.

      I stared. I couldn’t help but stare.

      “Is there something wrong?”

      “Nope. That’s an attractive bag.”

      “Phyllis designed it.”

      I wasn’t staring at the bag. Joan had hands like catchers’ mitts.

      Behind me, the shop door opened.

      Joan smiled, and I turned.

      Prudence Davies entered. When she saw me, her lips curled in a sneer.

      All the better to show off her horse teeth.

      Prudence and my late husband slept together (a euphemism if ever there was one—whatever they did, no sleeping was involved). For reasons known only to Prudence, she acted as if she were the injured party, as if I’d somehow infringed on her relationship with Henry.

      If I could ask my late husband three questions, the first one would be why he chose to cheat on me with someone as unattractive as Prudence.

      “Good morning,” said Joan.

      Prudence glared at me. “I heard you found another body.”

      Joan gasped. The body was her business partner.

      “Tactful as always, Prudence.” I held up the business cards. “Thank you for your help, Joan. Expect to hear from me next week about the yardage.”

      She presented me with the bag. “Thank you for coming in.”

      Somehow, I avoided looking at her hands. And Prudence. I avoided looking at Prudence, too. But that was on principle.
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      Since 1940, Winstead’s has served steakburgers to hungry Kansas Citians. I opened the door to its art-deco building and floated inside on the salt-laden smell of frying beef. I’d denied myself making sure my gala gown fit—there were onion rings in my future.

      “I’m meeting someone,” I told the hostess.

      “Him?” Infatuation made her middle-aged voice young again, and I followed her gaze.

      Anarchy sat alone. Relaxed. Better looking than a movie star.

      “That’s him. Thank you.”

      She sighed as I walked away.

      I slid into the booth across from him. “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      We spent a few seconds staring at each other. I lost my way in his coffee-brown eyes and was happy to be lost. What were his secrets? Did I care?

      A waitress cleared her throat.

      Reluctantly, with a goofy smile still stretching my cheeks, I turned.

      Ruby, Grace’s favorite waitress, regarded us with an amused expression.

      Plenty of teenagers making calves’ eyes at each other across Winstead’s tables. As adults, Anarchy and I were a rarity, but a little mooning never hurt anybody.

      “What may I get you to drink?”

      “A cherry limeade,” I replied.

      She noted my order on her pad. “Anything besides water, sir?”

      “Cherry limeade.”

      Ruby added a tick to her pad and walked away.

      I pulled a menu from the stand and handed it to him. “She’ll expect you to know what you want when she returns.”

      “Do you know?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t need a menu.

      He glanced at the simple list. “Guess I’m having a burger.”

      “Single or double? What do you want on it? Rings or fries?”

      His smile warmed his eyes. “You’ve done this before.”

      I allowed myself another gaze into those eyes and nodded.

      Ruby put our drinks down and waited with her pen poised above her pad.

      “Single cheese with grilled onions and ketchup, and a side of rings.”

      She noted my order and turned her attention to Anarchy, who grinned at me.

      “Double cheese with everything, and fries extra crispy.”

      “Coming right up.” She left us.

      Anarchy’s grin widened. “What did you do this morning?”

      “Looked at fabric.”

      The grin sputtered and died. “You talked to Joan Mardike.”

      I leaned forward and whispered, “She has enormous hands.”

      “I noticed, but hands like oven mitts doesn’t mean she killed her partner.”

      “Agreed.” I liked Joan and hoped she hadn’t murdered Phyllis—but I’d liked murderers before. “Did Stan’s alibi check out?”

      “Every person seated at that table left during dinner except Stan.”

      I closed my eyes, picturing the seating chart. “Stan and Phyllis, Joan and Bill, Marlene and Jay Edwards, Kay and Jim Clarkson, and—” I couldn’t remember the last couple.

      “Barbara and Ted Ivens.”

      I opened my eyes. “How could I forget Bobbi?”

      “Bobbi?”

      “Barbara Ivens.”

      “What’s special about her?”

      I searched for a delicate explanation. “She has big appetites.”

      “Is that a nice way of saying she cheats on her husband?”

      “No, although she might. Bobbi is just full of life.”

      “Any reason she’d want Phyllis dead?”

      “No. Why?”

      “She was away from the table long enough; her husband went looking for her.”

      “Did he find her?”

      “No. She returned to the table before he did.”

      “Where was everyone seated?” I asked.

      Anarchy pulled a paper napkin from the chrome dispenser, drew a circle, and noted ten sets of initials. “The entire table was together for no more than five minutes before Phyllis excused herself.”

      “Did she say why?”

      “She told Kay Clarkson she’d remembered an important detail and needed a phone. They ate the salad course without her, then Kay and Marlene excused themselves to the ladies’ lounge.”

      The bathrooms at the Nelson were not lounges, but I didn’t correct him.

      “While Kay and Marlene visited the lounge, Jim Clarkson stepped outside for a cigarette. All three returned as dinner was served. Stan seemed annoyed Phyllis hadn’t returned. He insisted everyone eat without her.” Anarchy reached inside his jacket and pulled out a pad, which he opened. “Jay Edwards headed for the bar.”

      “Of course he did.”

      “Oh?”

      “The man may sleep with a bottle.” Only a slight exaggeration.

      “Barbara—Bobbi—ate a few bites of dinner then excused herself. She was gone so long everyone noticed. Jay Edwards made a crack about missing wives, and Ted Ivens became visibly upset.”

      “What was Stan’s reaction?” I asked.

      “Marlene Edwards says that Stan acted as if nothing was wrong. He joked. He laughed. He ordered an extra bottle of wine.”

      “And Stan never left the table?”

      “Never. He didn’t move until the presentation ended. He apologized for his wife’s absence and explained that she and Joan had a big deal working.”

      “He didn’t have time to kill her between the end of the presentation and when we found her body.”

      “An airtight alibi from multiple witnesses—not all of whom like him.”

      “Oh?”

      “Barbara—Bobbi—said he held his wife back, was jealous she’d succeeded, and now that Phyllis was dead, he’d run her company into the ground.”

      “That’s quite an indictment.” Bobbi had probably used colorful adjectives.

      “It is. But even she admits when she was there, he was too.”

      “Then why don’t you sound convinced?”

      “Everyone left that table. Multiple times. It’s convenient he stayed.”

      “Most people sat at their tables through dinner. Stan’s not the exception for the gala, just for his table.” I sipped the limeade. “Although my whole family suspects he paid someone to kill her.”

      “A hitman?”

      “Yep.”

      “Frances?”

      “Not Mother. I don’t discuss murder with Mother.”

      “Who came up with the idea?”

      “Aunt Sis or Grace. I can’t remember. It’s a silly idea. Everyone in that crowd knew each other. A stranger would have stuck out—” Anarchy had been a stranger in the crowd. “Was it awful?”

      “Not remotely. I was with you.”

      My heart beat double time and I took another sip of limeade before I tried to speak. “Did anyone beside Stan and Joan benefit from her death?”

      “How did Joan benefit?”

      “Without Phyllis, the deal is dead.”

      “Doesn’t Joan want the deal?”

      “No.” I explained why—a combination of Jinx’s gossip and what Joan told me. “Also, there were originally three partners. Phyllis, Joan, and Diane Morris. Phyllis and Joan ousted Diane, and Diane was angry enough to have an affair with Stan.”

      “Stan?” Disbelief colored Anarchy’s voice.

      “Stan,” I confirmed.

      “Is Diane married?”

      “No.”

      “Was she at the gala?”

      “Yes.” This line of questioning led nowhere good.

      “Did she have a date?”

      “Yes,” I admitted.

      “Who?”

      My voice was a whisper. “Hunter Tafft.” Mother’s dearest wish was for me to get over my inexplicable fascination with Anarchy and marry Hunter.

      “I’ll have questions for him.”

      “I know.” And I didn’t like it.

      “Anyone else upset with Phyllis?”

      “Not that I’ve heard, but I’m playing bridge tomorrow.” Surprising information found its way to bridge tables.

      Ruby appeared with plates lining her arm. She slid our lunches onto the table. “Anything else?”

      We shook our heads, and she left us.

      “Trade you a fry for a ring,” Anarchy suggested.

      I turned up my nose at the banana split saucer filled with crispy fries. “The going rate for a ring is three fries.”

      He eyed my stack of golden onion rings. “You drive a hard bargain.”

      I bit into an onion ring and moaned.

      “Deal.”

      We made the trade.

      “Have you given any more thought to—”

      “Ellison!” Jane Addison practically sprinted toward our table. Jane was a real estate agent. Her second job was gossip. She knew almost as much as Jinx. If the story involved buying or selling a house, she knew more.

      “Jane, you know Anarchy?”

      Anarchy slid out of the booth and stood.

      “Nice to see you.” She took in his height, his handsome face, and his ugly plaid jacket. “Please, sit down.”

      Anarchy ignored her request.

      “Please,” said Jane. “I insist. I’m sorry to interrupt your lunch, but I had to tell Ellison how fabulous everything was on Saturday night.”

      Anarchy sat.

      “Thank you, Jane.” Not for one second did I believe Jane had dashed across a restaurant to compliment me. She wanted information about Phyllis’s murder. Nosy, nosy. And my onion rings were getting cold. “Let’s grab lunch sometime soon.”

      She blinked. “When are you free?”

      “Call me at home when we both have our calendars.”

      “I’ll do that.” She didn’t move.

      I picked up my burger. “I’ll look forward to hearing from you.”

      Jane had questions, and they were burning inside her—one need only look at her tensed shoulders and fisted hands to sense the hows and whys and whos—but she waggled her fingers and stepped back. “Talk soon.”

      “Can’t wait.” I took a bite.

      Anarchy watched her walk away. “You don’t like her.”

      “It’s not that. I don’t trust her. She’s a terrible gossip.” Unlike Jinx, Jane had no compunction when it came to gossip about me. Anarchy’s and my lunch would be fodder by cocktail hour. Ellison had lunch with that detective and they looked cozy. I wonder if they discussed the murder? Or something else? I ate one of the bartered fries. “Who did Phyllis call?”

      “We’re not sure. The assumption is she wanted to discuss some aspect of the deal for the company.”

      “On a Saturday night? Did anyone in New York hear from her?”

      “We called the company. No one was there Saturday.”

      “What if the call was a ruse? Maybe she was meeting someone.” Need I remind him about illicit quickies?

      “An affair?”

      “I’ll see what I can find out.”

      “How?”

      “Tomorrow at the club.”

      He reached across the table and his hand closed around my wrist. “Don’t take any risks.”

      “It’s the bridge table. Zero risk involved.”
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      Libba sat across from me. Jinx sat to my right. As usual, we waited on Daisy.

      Small side tables held bowls filled with bridge mix, my sweating iced tea, Jinx’s Tab with two limes, and Libba’s wine.

      “Have you heard anything more about the murder?” Jinx drummed her fingers against the ultra-suede-covered table. She had little patience for her partner’s habitual tardiness.

      I popped a pretzel into my mouth and shook my head.

      “Sorry I’m late!” Daisy burst into the card room like a whirlwind. Her slip showed. She needed a comb. A lollipop and multiple tufts of hair stuck to her sweater (the candy on the sleeve, the hair everywhere). “I’ve had a morning.”

      “Sit.” Libba held out her wine glass.

      Daisy sat, took the glass, gulped, and handed it back. “Thank you.”

      “Which kid, and what did he do?” asked Jinx.

      Daisy closed her eyes.

      “How bad can it be?” Libba didn’t have children. She’d never experienced bad.

      “David snuck into our bathroom. He knows it’s off limits, ever since the lipstick incident.” The lipstick incident had translated into new wallpaper for most of the house. “He stole my razor from the shower and—” She paused for a shuddering breath.

      “And?” I asked. One of Daisy’s offspring running loose with a razor was a terrifying proposition.

      “He shaved the cat.”

      “He what?” Jinx’s brows touched her hairline.

      “The cat fell asleep on his lap and he shaved off its fur.” Daisy rubbed her face. “There’s cat hair everywhere. And the poor cat, it’s hiding under the bed.”

      “He shaved the whole cat?”

      “The side that was exposed.”

      “So the other side still has hair?” Jinx’s mouth twitched.

      “Yes. The poor cat is humiliated.”

      “It’ll grow back.” That wouldn’t comfort the cat.

      “That’s what I told it, but it wouldn’t listen. It just hissed at me.” Daisy brushed at her sleeve and discovered the lollipop. When she pulled it free, cat hair cha-cha-chaed in the sunlight from the window. “The sitter arrived, and I left. I couldn’t take any more.”

      Libba handed her the wine glass again, and Daisy drained it.

      Daisy had taken the Mother Hubbard approach to parenting—she had so many children she didn’t know what to do.

      “Tell me it gets easier as they get older,” she begged.

      “It’s different.” Given Daisy’s children’s current shenanigans, their teenage years might break her. I cast about for a new subject. The nursery truck had pulled into my drive as I left for the club. When I arrived home, sunny yellow pansies would line my driveway. “There’s a dog in my neighborhood digging up annuals.”

      Libba flagged a passing waiter and held up her empty wine glass and two fingers.

      “Both Marian Dixon and Margaret Hamilton blamed Max.”

      “Did you buy them new flowers?” asked Jinx.

      “Max is innocent.” For once.

      The waiter appeared with the wine. I considered ordering my own glass, but my bridge game was better without alcohol. So was Libba’s. An opinion I kept to myself.

      That Daisy’s game suffered went without saying.

      Jinx fanned the deck and drew the seven of spades.

      Libba, who regularly got lucky, pulled the queen of hearts.

      Daisy and I drew low cards.

      As Libba dealt, I shuffled the second deck.

      “Ellison,” said Daisy. “I was so flustered when I arrived, I forgot to tell you what a marvelous time we had Saturday night.”

      “I’m so glad.”

      “All your hard work paid off.” Her face clouded. “It’s a shame about Phyllis Goddard.”

      “It is.” A shame about Phyllis, and a shame I’d found her.

      “Remember that time Johnny snuck all those cheese puffs, and I didn’t know and gave him chocolate milk?”

      I did not remember that. I shook my head.

      She sipped her wine and straightened her shoulders. “He threw up all over the living room couches. Both of them. My husband was this close—” she pinched her thumb and pointer finger together “—to letting me reupholster in Phyllis’s fabrics.”

      “Daisy,” said Jinx. “I say this with love. Until your children are older, you should upholster in oilcloth.” An excellent point. Between lipstick, vomit, and shaved cats, Daisy’s furniture didn’t stand a chance.

      We picked up and sorted our cards.

      “One club,” said Libba.

      Jinx closed her hand with a solid rap on the table’s edge. “Pass.”

      “One heart,” I responded.

      “Pass,” said Daisy.

      Libba peered at her cards. “Three hearts.”

      “Pass,” said Jinx.

      “Four hearts. Who’s keeping score?”

      “I will,” said Libba.

      “You. Wine. Scoring.” Jinx tugged the pad from Libba’s hand. “I don’t think so.”

      I easily made four hearts, and Jinx dealt the next hand.

      “How was lunch with Anarchy?” asked Libba.

      “You heard about that?” Of course she had.

      “First you take him to the gala, then you have lunch together at Winstead’s. Inquiring minds might wonder how serious your relationship is.” Libba was teasing. She knew precisely how serious Anarchy and I were.

      “He was at the Nelson interviewing the staff. Winstead’s was the closest restaurant.”

      “My source says the two of you were gawping.”

      Silently I cursed Jane Addison. “Nope.”

      “I know someone who’d disagree.” Libba’s eyes twinkled. “What does Frances say?”

      “Frances says Jane Addison is a terrible gossip.”

      “Couldn’t agree more.” Jinx dealt the last card and picked up her hand.

      “Speaking of gossip—” as transitions went, it was clumsy “—was Phyllis having an affair?”

      “Phyllis was cheating on Stan?” Daisy’s mouth formed a surprised O.

      “No one would blame her,” said Jinx. “One heart.”

      I recounted my hand. “One spade.”

      “You should ask Jane,” Daisy suggested. “Two hearts.”

      Libba glared at her cards. “Pass.”

      “I’ll pass,” said Jinx.

      I led the ace of spades. “I hoped one of you—” I meant Jinx “—had heard something.”

      “Nope.” Libba swept my winning trick.

      I led the two of spades, and Libba took the trick with the king. She glanced at the board, then led the three of diamonds. “I doubt Phyllis fooled around on Stan.”

      “Oh?” Jinx played the jack of diamonds. “Why?”

      I studied the board. The queen of diamonds was high. I took the trick with the king and played another spade.

      Jinx played the last spade from the board.

      Libba played a trump. “She was focused on that business. She had a goal and didn’t have time for another man in her life.”

      “You think Stan was demanding?” asked Daisy.

      “He’s the cocktails at five thirty, dinner on the table by six thirty, iron my boxer shorts type,” said Libba.

      “Aren’t they all?” Daisy’s question wasn’t a question, more of a sigh.

      Libba led a diamond and Jinx played low from her hand. I played my highest remaining diamond—the ten—and Jinx took the trick on the board.

      “Back to the gala,” said Daisy. “What was your favorite part?”

      The way my body fizzed with excitement when I snuck upstairs with Anarchy—before overhearing sex or finding a body. I glanced out the window. The golf course was lousy with men taking advantage of the mild weather. I watched a man with mustard-colored plaid pants swing his club. His ball sliced into a sand trap. “The dance was impressive.”

      Daisy nodded. “So graceful.”

      “I liked that jade funeral suit.” Jinx pulled trump.

      “What’s your favorite part of the exhibition, Ellison?” Daisy stared at me over her glass’s rim.

      “The Tang sculptures.”

      “I should have guessed. They’re so colorful.”

      Jinx made her bid plus two overtricks and somehow refrained from asking Daisy about her bidding.

      We played a few rubbers.

      Libba ordered a bottle of wine.

      We ate lunch (salads all around—although with the wine Daisy was drinking, she should have ordered a sandwich).

      We played another rubber.

      When we stood up from the table, Daisy swayed.

      I held out my hand. “Give me your keys, I’m driving you home.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “You’re not.”

      “If you take me, how will you get back to your car?”

      “Jinx can follow and run me back here.”

      Jinx nodded. “Ellison is right. Your husband will kill you if you die in a car accident.”

      Jinx’s logic seeped into Daisy’s wine-soaked brain and she nodded.

      I rounded on Libba. “Are you able to drive?”

      She looked down her nose as if I had some nerve suggesting she might be impaired.

      That Mrs. Bufforpington look didn’t work on me. “Well?”

      She glanced at her watch. “I have a massage scheduled in fifteen minutes. I’m not going anywhere.”

      “Ellison,” said Daisy.

      “Yes?”

      “You have a big house.”

      It was true.

      “You have guest rooms.”

      “I do.”

      “Can I stay with you for a few years? Just until the kids are older? The cat, and the boys, and the noise, and—” She covered her mouth with her hand, unable to continue.

      There was no way Daisy would leave her children. She loved them from the tops of their dastardly heads to the tips of their just-tracked-mud-on-the-carpet toes. “Karma and Aunt Sis are staying with me now, but as soon as they leave, you can move in.”

      She frowned. “They’re here, and you’re playing bridge with us?”

      I swung my handbag’s strap over my shoulder. “Aunt Sis does her own thing, and Karma is spending the day with Daddy. Don’t forget your purse.”

      Daisy picked up her bag and tipped.

      “Let me.” I pulled the thirty-pound wonder from her hands. Daisy’s purse regularly held everything from GI Joes to rolled quarters. She was prepared for any eventuality.

      We said goodbye to Libba and stepped outside into a perfect spring afternoon.

      “Where are you parked?” I asked.

      Daisy pointed toward a cluster of pine trees. Her station wagon sat immediately in front of the pines. Given my bad luck in parking lots, it was a spot my car would never visit—too easy for someone to hide behind all those branches.

      Daisy was unconcerned. She swayed in the light breeze and clutched my arm.

      “I’m over there.” Jinx nodded to the opposite side of the parking lot. “I’ll follow you.”

      Daisy and I tottered toward her wagon.

      “What’s that?” she asked.

      “What’s what?”

      “That.” She pointed. “There on the curb, next to my front bumper.”

      I closed my eyes. Maybe if I didn’t see it, it would go away.

      “Ellison—” Daisy tugged on my arm “—someone fell.”

      “No.” I opened my eyes and confirmed what my roiling stomach already knew. “She’s dead.”
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      “Eeeeeeee!”

      If there’s one thing golfers don’t appreciate, it’s sudden loud noises. Daisy’s scream was both sudden and loud. Who knew she hid a talent for banshee wails?

      Every man within hearing distance scowled at us with murderous intent.

      “Eeeeeeee!” Daisy’s screams continued, her voice reaching higher notes each time she took a breath.

      Cover my ears or stop her?

      “Daisy—” I shook her arm “—screaming doesn’t help.”

      She ignored me—“Eeeeeeee!”—loud enough to wake the dead. Not really; the corpse didn’t move a muscle.

      Outraged men wearing plaid golf pants and kilted golf shoes stomped toward us.

      “What is wrong?” demanded Mitchell Keyes, the man who reached us first. How dare we disrupt his game?

      Daisy stopped screaming, and her silence rang as loud as her banshee wails. She pointed.

      Mitchell’s gaze followed her finger, and the color drained from his face. He clutched the back of Daisy’s wagon.

      “What the hell?” Taylor Ford, Mitchell’s golf partner, arrived ready to scold the woman responsible for his tee shot’s slice. “Why are you—” He spotted the body, and his voice dried up. He lifted his hands to his throat, and his mouth moved without uttering a word.

      Mitchell sank to the pavement and buried his head between his plaid-covered knees.

      So far, adding men to finding a body wasn’t helpful.

      Tears ran down Daisy’s cheeks, and her chin quivered. “What do we do?”

      I turned on my heel.

      “Where are you going?” she asked. “You can’t leave me.”

      “I’m calling the police.”

      “The police?” Taylor screwed his eyes into tight slits.

      “It’s what I do when I find a body.” It’s what anyone did when they found a body.

      Taylor Ford’s gaze settled on me and his lip curled with distaste, as if I were a killer and not an unfortunate soul with terrible luck. “You date a cop.”

      “A homicide detective.”

      “That must come in handy.” Taylor’s sarcasm was but a dim reflection of Mother’s.

      “Far too often,” I agreed.

      Taylor puffed his chest. “I’ll call the police.”

      I considered arguing, but Daisy’s fingers closed around my arm in a don’t-leave-me-with-a-body-or-I’ll-start-screaming-again grip. None of us wanted Daisy to scream again.

      Jinx, who’d somehow missed Daisy’s screams, pulled up next to us. Her car vibrated with sound, and when she rolled down the window, Labelle poured onto the pavement. Lady Marmalade’s naughty question had masked Daisy’s banshee impression. Jinx lowered the volume. “What’s going on?”

      Daisy’s eyes filled with fresh tears, and she pointed at the body.

      Jinx stared for long seconds, then she shook her head. “Oh, Ellison. Not again?”

      She sounded like Mother.

      Jinx turned off her car. “Are you sure she’s dead?”

      “She’s dead.” People with blood pumping through their veins didn’t turn pale gray. Tennis whites against that waxy gray were horrible. Even worse was the way the lavender pompoms where her Tretorns and socks met the back of her ankles mirrored her skin tone.

      “Who is it?” Jinx asked.

      “Bobbi Ivens,” I told her.

      “Oh, hell.” Jinx rested her head against the steering wheel.

      I agreed wholeheartedly.

      “I’m going,” Taylor huffed.

      None of us said a word to stop him.

      He marched purposefully across the parking lot, and the sharp chink of his golf cleats on asphalt scudded the length of my spine, tightened my jaw, and poked at my last nerve.

      Jinx watched him until he disappeared inside “He’s calling for help?”

      “Yes.” Daisy’s voice was hardly a whisper.

      “Why didn’t you call Anarchy?” Jinx asked.

      “Taylor insisted on calling. The dispatcher will send Anarchy no matter who phones.” Poor Anarchy. If there was a murder at the Country Club, he caught the case. Always.

      “What killed her?” asked Jinx.

      Did she not see the bruises circling Bobbi’s neck? “Strangled. Like Phyllis.”

      Daisy’s knees gave way, and she crumpled to the pavement.

      I knelt next to her and wrapped my arm around her shoulders.

      “Is it the same killer?” Jinx demanded.

      I adored Jinx, but she wasn’t helping. Daisy was gulping for air, and the asparagus tinge of Mitchell’s skin promised a stomach in full revolt.

      I shifted my gaze to a flower bed filled with pansies tilting their faces toward the spring sun. “Daisy, do you want to go back to the clubhouse?”

      Daisy shook her head.

      Jinx smoothed her palms over her cheeks and into her hair. “Two women strangled within a few days of each other. This can’t be a coincidence.”

      Daisy moaned and rocked on her knees. “What if a stranger is targeting us? Killing us?”

      “There were no strangers at the gala.” I meant the words as comfort, but Daisy stiffened.

      “That makes it worse. That means the killer is someone we know.” Daisy’s taut shoulders shuddered. “Who wanted them both dead?”

      Mitchell lifted his head. Slowly. As if its weight was too much for him. “Someone needs to tell Ted.”

      Did he expect me to do it? “The police will inform Ted.”

      Mitchell stared at the sea of lush green grass. “He’s on the course.”

      Daisy’s head bobbed. “Mitchell’s right. He teed off as I arrived.”

      Oh, dear Lord. I looked longingly at my Triumph, parked far from Bobbi’s body, far from other cars. If I’d let Daisy drive herself home, I might have skipped this drama.

      Taylor and the club manager burst out of the clubhouse and raced toward us.

      Taylor looked pleased with himself, as if exerting influence energized him.

      Patrick, the club manager, looked sick. When he spotted Bobbi’s body, he stumbled. “That poor woman.”

      “You should cover her,” said Taylor. “Is there a spare tablecloth?”

      “I imagine the police would prefer you not touch the body.” I kept my tone mild.

      Taylor scowled at me.

      Sirens, distant but growing louder, pierced the air.

      “Daisy, do you want to go inside and sit?”

      This time, she nodded.

      “Jinx, a little help?”

      Jinx got out of her car and together we lifted Daisy off the concrete.

      “Patrick, if the police have questions, we’ll be inside.” They could manage the police, Taylor, who puffed with self-importance, and Mitchell, who still carried an avocado hue on his skin. He was, after all, the manager.

      The three of us lurched toward the clubhouse.

      “Ellison,” Daisy whispered. “This is awful. How do you do it?”

      “I never set out to find a body.”

      “It’s horrible. Poor Bobbi.”

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I bent my neck and focused on our feet. Daisy dragged her slightly scuffed ballet flats. Jinx wobbled in her pumps. My loafers soldiered on.

      We entered the clubhouse and led Daisy to the ladies’ lounge.

      “I’ll go find us coffee,” Jinx offered.

      “Scotch,” said Daisy. “Neat.”

      A smile settled briefly on Jinx’s face. “Now you’re talking.”

      Daisy and I sat, stared out the windows, and watched the police cars race up the club’s long driveway.

      “They’ll have questions,” I told her. “Lots of them.”

      “I don’t know anything.” She laced her fingers and tapped her hands against her sternum. “We found her together.”

      “You’re sure she wasn’t there when you arrived?”

      “I would have noticed a body.”

      “You were distracted.” Jinx had returned, and she pressed a glass into Daisy’s shaking hand.

      “Not that distracted,” Daisy snapped. She took a long sip of scotch and shuddered as the fire hit her throat. “Tennis whites against black asphalt draw the eye.”

      “Where is she?” The voice carried from the hallway.

      I sighed and wished Jinx had brought me a scotch, too.

      Seconds later, Detective Peters barged into the ladies’ lounge. “Another one?”

      I assumed his question was rhetorical.

      As usual, Detective Peters, Anarchy’s partner, wore a rumpled trench coat and a deep scowl. I suspected his scowl deepened whenever he was near me. He also wore a mustache. Some men wear mustaches well—Burt Reynolds, Hal Linden, Tony Orlando. Not Detective Peters. He had a caterpillar wedged between his upper lip and his nose. Maybe it helped protect his olfactory senses from the smell of cheap cigars that followed him like a noxious shadow. No “hello,” no “how are you.”

      “Good afternoon, detective.”

      Detective Peters’s scowl included squinty eyes, tight lips, drawn brows, and a this-is-no-time-for-pleasantries tip to his head. “When did you find her?”

      “Half past two.”

      “Did you touch her?”

      “No.”

      “There’s a tablecloth on the body.” His tone made it clear he held me responsible.

      I offered him a sad smile. “I told them you wouldn’t like that.”

      “Them?”

      “The club manager and Taylor.”

      “The manager I met. Is Taylor the pompous one or the one who might puke?”

      “The pompous one.”

      Detective Peters’s mustache bristled. “Did the victim attend your party on Saturday night?” He twisted “party” into something both inconsequential and sinister.

      “Yes. Her name is Bobbi Ivens.”

      He closed his eyes, and I imagined the cogs in his brain turning. He ran a finger across the caterpillar. “She shared a table with the woman who died.”

      “Yes.”

      His eyes opened, but only so he could scowl at me. “You found the body?”

      “Bobbi? Yes.”

      “I was there too.” Daisy’s lower lip trembled. “It was awful.”

      “What about you?” Peters glanced at Jinx.

      “Nope.”

      “I drank too much wine at lunch,” Daisy volunteered. “Ellison offered to take me home.”

      No good deed went unpunished.

      “How much wine?”

      Daisy’s eyes widened as if she’d realized Detective Peters might not be on our side. “Where’s Anarchy?”

      Detective Peters’s scowl darkened to black. “Answer the question.”

      “Most of a bottle. But it’s my kids, you see. My son shaved the cat, and there was hair everywhere, and my husband will blame me, and—”

      “It’s okay, Daisy.” I took her hand in mine and squeezed it. “How much you drank and why are not relevant.”

      Peters’s ebony scowl shifted back to me. Exactly as I’d planned. Poor Daisy had enough on her plate without adding Peter’s dyspeptic ire.

      “Is anyone fetching Ted?”

      Peters’s brows merged into one.

      “Bobbi’s husband.” I ignored Peters’s bury-Ellison-in-a-sand-trap glare. “He’s playing golf.”

      Peters blinked. He hadn’t known Ted was on the golf course. He’d heard my name and rushed inside to scowl at me. He hadn’t asked important questions. And we both knew it.

      Before he could formulate a snide reply, Muriel Jarrett toddled into the lounge. She spotted Detective Peters and gasped. “You can’t be here!”

      Peters shifted his scowl to the new arrival.

      “Ellison—” Muriel grabbed the back of a chair and pointed her cane at me “—what is the meaning of this?”

      Muriel was bird thin, convinced of her own superiority, and Prudence Davies’s mother.

      “Well?” She expected an answer. Now.

      “There’s been a murder,” I replied.

      Mildred curled her lip (not her best look—like her daughter she had a mouthful of long, horsey teeth). “You attract killers like a clearance sale at Swanson’s attracts shoppers.”

      She was wrong. A sale at Swanson’s drew hordes. I attracted a slow, steady stream of death.

      She thrust the cane like a sword. “Murder does not mean men are welcome in the ladies’ lounge.”

      “Who are you?” Peters sounded halfway impressed.

      Muriel lifted her shoulders and looked down her nose. “Muriel Jarrett.” She spoke her name as if she expected Peters to recognize it—recognize it and apologize for his rudeness.

      He did neither. He dismissed her with a shrug. “Is that supposed to mean something?”

      In that instant, I almost liked him.

      In the next instant, Anarchy appeared in the doorway, and the tension bunched between my shoulder blades released.

      “Everyone okay?”

      Muriel glanced over her shoulder and froze.

      “Good afternoon, ma’am. I gather my partner is in the wrong room?”

      “It’s the ladies’ lounge.” The strident tone Muriel had used when she talked to me and Peters disappeared, replaced by sugar-in-your-tea sweetness.

      “I apologize. I’m sure he didn’t realize.”

      Was that grinding sound Peters’s teeth?

      Anarchy nodded at Peters. “They’re bringing the husband off the course.”

      Peters left us with a final glare and the lingering aroma of cheap cigars.

      Muriel watched him leave then turned to me. “He shouldn’t have been in here.”

      “You’re right, but he was doing his job.” Had I just defended Peters?

      “His job is not in the ladies’ lounge.”

      “His job is catching killers. That’s a sight more important than your sensibilities.” Oops. Nothing good came of my thoughts sneaking past the filter in my brain.

      Muriel drew herself up, ready to whack me with her cane or deliver a well-deserved diatribe on my lack of manners and respect.

      “Ellison, a word?” Amusement lightened Anarchy’s features.

      “Of course.”

      We left Muriel spluttering in the man-free ladies’ lounge, and Anarchy followed me to a room that allowed both sexes. The small room had a view of the practice tee, comfortable chairs, and, best of all, stood empty. “I should feel guilty for leaving Jinx and Daisy with that harpy.”

      “They can handle her.”

      Jinx could. Muriel Jarrett might prove to be Daisy’s last straw.

      Anarchy led me to a pair of chairs. “Tell me.”

      I sat (plonked).

      He sat with the loose-limbed elegance of a man comfortable in his own skin and waited.

      “Daisy drank too much wine at bridge, and I decided I’d drive her home. When we walked to her car, Bobbi’s body was on the curb.” I ignored the golf-course view, tilted my head, and stared at the ceiling. “How long has she been dead?”

      “The medical examiner says less than an hour.”

      “So Ted didn’t do it.”

      “The husband? As long as he didn’t excuse himself from his golf game, he’s in the clear. Any idea who wanted her dead?”

      “No.” Bobbi was the second woman strangled. “Daisy’s worried a stranger is preying on our set. I told her we’d have noticed a stranger at the ball.”

      “Do you notice waiters and bartenders and busboys?”

      “Not always.” The admission chilled me. People who spent their time making my life more pleasant deserved notice. “Dwayne was our server today.” My voice was a shade too loud. I took a breath. “His daughter is graduating high school and going to college in the fall. She received a full scholarship.” I’d never seen a prouder man.

      “Who asked about his daughter?”

      “I did.”

      “Why did you ask?”

      “Dwayne’s been taking care of us for years and talking about Janelle makes him happy.”

      “Do your friends know her name?”

      I considered his question. “Daisy does, Jinx might, Libba doesn’t. You don’t think Dwayne had—”

      Anarchy held up his hands. “No. What I think is, you’re extraordinary.”

      Warmth flooded my veins, and the empty practice tee suddenly became fascinating. I stared at it. Stared and wondered what was wrong with me. I’d dipped my toe in the water. I knew Anarchy was nothing like Henry. But I couldn’t leap.

      “Tell me about Bobbi Ivens.” Thank heavens he’d changed the subject.

      “She had a big personality.”

      “Meaning?”

      “She excelled at organizing things…and people. When her kids were young, she was swim chairman. Twice. She was president of the Junior League. She and Mother vied for control of the altar guild. She was the woman who’d hit up every mother in her kids’ classes for cash for a meaningful holiday gift for the teachers so they didn’t receive twenty coffee mugs. She chaired school auctions, the PTA, and that fun little bridge party to benefit people with cancer.”

      “What are you telling me?”

      “Bobbi ran things.”

      “And?”

      “If she’d been a man, she’d probably be the CEO of an enormous company. After her kids went to college, she seemed—” I searched for a word “—lost.”

      “Surely she still volunteered.”

      “The Junior League and PTA are a young—” I wasn’t ready to consign Bobbi, who’d been only a few years older than me, to middle age “—younger woman’s game.”

      “What did she do?”

      “She played tennis and golf and lots of bridge.” I wrinkled my nose.

      “What?”

      “She wasn’t a very good bridge player.”

      “I doubt that got her killed.”

      “It might have. Lots of women take their bridge seriously. I played with her once, and she responded two hearts to my one-heart opening bid. She had thirteen points and three hearts in her hand.”

      Anarchy didn’t reply. Apparently, he didn’t realize how terribly she’d bid her hand.

      “Women have killed for less.”

      “So I should look at her bridge partners?”

      “She was strangled. I don’t know many women who could strangle Bobbi.”

      “She played tennis with a woman named Helen Price this morning. Any conflict there?”

      “I don’t think so. I’ll ask around.”

      “Ask about her husband, too.”

      “He was on the golf course.”

      “Husbands have hired killers before.”

      “How do they find them? It’s not as if there’s a listing in the yellow pages.” Ted Ivens hiring a hitman was as likely as Mother urging Anarchy to get down on one knee and propose.

      We stared at the golf course for long seconds.

      “I’m sorry about this,” said Anarchy.

      “What?”

      “This. These murders. I hoped we could finally get away.”

      The air leaked out of my lungs.

      Anarchy reached for my hand. “You do want to go away?” He searched my face.

      Every fear, every worry, every insecurity bubbled to the surface. “I—”

      “Detective Jones.” A uniformed officer stood in the doorway. “They need you in the parking lot.”

      Anarchy dismissed him with a nod. “Be right there.”

      I swallowed, and air snuck back into my lungs. “I’ll ask around about Bobbi.”

      “Ellison—”

      “Yes?”

      “Be careful. Two women are dead and we have no idea why.”
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      “Where’s Aunt Sis?” I collapsed onto the family room couch next to Karma.

      “Out. She’s being secretive.”

      “Sis?”

      A grin spread across Karma’s face. “If you ask me, she met someone at the gala.”

      “Met someone?” Sis?”

      “A beau.”

      I smiled at the old-fashioned word and considered Karma’s theory. Aunt Sis rarely lingered in Kansas City. And her I’ll-help-you-catch-a-killer excuse didn’t hold water—not when she’d been out of the house most every minute. Had she used the murder as an excuse to spend time with a mystery man?

      “Definitely a beau.” Karma nodded sagely. “When I asked her what she had planned for the day, she got a dreamy expression on her face.”

      A dreamy expression? Aunt Sis? “I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      Karma drained her wine glass. “Why not?”

      Aunt Sis was a free spirit. I couldn’t imagine her making dinner for her husband or compromising on a vacation locale or listening to a man complain about too much starch in his shirts. “She so complete in herself. She doesn’t seem to need anyone.”

      “Maybe it’s a man she likes but doesn’t need.”

      I considered Karma’s suggestion. Sis didn’t need anyone, but being an independent woman was lonely—I knew firsthand. Whoever this mystery beau was, I hoped he appreciated my aunt’s independent spirit—that he might be liked but not needed. “Stop being so wise,” I told Karma as I eyed her empty wine glass. A good hostess would fetch more wine, but exhaustion kept me glued to the couch. “How was your day with Daddy?”

      “Perfect. What about you? Good cards?”

      I leaned my head against the back of the couch and stared at the ceiling. “I found a body.”

      Karma jerked forward. “You did not!”

      “I did. In the parking lot at the club. Mother will arrive to chastise me soon.” Of that I was certain.

      “Who died?”

      I closed my eyes and saw the lavender pompoms on Bobbi’s socks and her tennis whites against the black asphalt. “A woman named Bobbi Ivens.”

      “What happened?”

      “She was murdered.”

      “Oh, Ellison.” Sympathy rounded the edges of Karma’s voice. “I’m so sorry. Were you friends?”

      I turned my head. “We were friendly.”

      “Ah.” Karma didn’t need an explanation of the difference between friends and friendly. “How did she die?”

      “She was strangled.”

      A full ten seconds passed before Karma spoke. “Like the woman at the gala.”

      “Exactly like that.”

      “Does Anarchy know?”

      “Yes.”

      “What does he say?”

      “He wants me to ask around.”

      Karma’s brows rose to her hairline.

      “Discreetly,” I added.

      “I bet.” She glanced at the coffee table where her empty wine glass sat next to the latest issue of Architectural Digest. The magazine’s cover was vaguely Asian and featured low couches and plenty of burnt sienna. “Is it safe? To ask around, I mean.”

      “He wouldn’t ask if he thought I’d be in danger.”

      “Ellison!” Mother’s outraged voice carried from the front hall. She sounded ready for battle, an Amazon queen in search of cannon fodder.

      “Family room,” I called.

      “Should I stay?” Karma asked.

      “Absolutely. But would you mind fetching more wine?” I suspected we’d need it. “There are several bottles in the fridge.”

      “Of course.” She rose and hurried toward the kitchen as Mother burst into the room.

      “What happened?” Mother demanded.

      “Bobbi Ivens’ body was next to Daisy’s station wagon.”

      “Who killed her?”

      “No idea.”

      Mother sank onto the nearest chair. “How did she die?”

      “Strangled.”

      Her hands rose to her throat. “Have they arrested Ted?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “He was playing golf with three other men when she died. Why do you suspect Ted?”

      Mother frowned and—typically—ignored my question. “You found her near Daisy’s car? Not yours?”

      “Daisy’s,” I confirmed. “Her children are driving her to drink, and I offered to drive her home.”

      “Ellison, this must stop.”

      Presumably she meant finding bodies, not ferrying tipsy friends. “I agree.” It wasn’t as if I enjoyed finding bodies. Quite the opposite.

      “Also, I heard you sassed Muriel Jarrett.”

      I winced. “I’m afraid so. She was so concerned with Peters being in the ladies’ lounge that she didn’t care Bobbi was dead in the parking lot.”

      Mother shifted as if the chair were uncomfortable and pulled a needlepoint pillow from behind her back. A gift from Libba, the pillow’s message resonated. When the rush is over, I’m having a nervous breakdown. I worked for it. I earned it. And no one will deprive me of it. I loved that pillow, but Mother frowned at its hopeful message. “You pointed out her lack of empathy?”

      “I did.”

      “She had it coming.”

      I blinked. “Who are you, and what have you done with my mother?”

      Mother, who was definitely Mother, pursed her lips. “Don’t be cute, Ellison. Muriel Jarrett is a horrible woman.”

      Aha! If I’d been rude to someone Mother liked, we’d be having a different conversation.

      “Wine?” Karma stood in the doorway with a bottle of wine and two glasses.

      “Your guest is fetching drinks?” Mother’s disapproval was tangible.

      “I offered, Frances.” Not strictly true, but nice of Karma to say.

      Mother sniffed.

      Karma settled the bottle and glasses on the coffee table, and I refilled her wine glass.

      “Mother? Can I twist your arm?”

      “A small one.”

      She didn’t mean it. I poured wine till it flirted with the glass’s rim.

      She accepted the glass. “If Ted didn’t kill Bobbi, who did?”

      “No idea.” Nor did I want to discuss the murder. “Who’s Aunt Sis’s new beau?”

      Mother spit wine (thank God Karma chose the white) in a fine spray. “Sis has a beau?”

      “I take it you didn’t know?”

      “Who—” She sealed her lips, narrowed her eyes, and used a cocktail napkin to blot wine off her blouse.

      “You just realized who it is!”

      She ignored me and blotted with more vigor.

      “Who?” I demanded.

      “Gordon Thayer.”

      “Seriously?” Tall, with a thatch of white hair, a craggy face, and a year-round tan, Gordon Thayer was a catch.

      “I saw them together at the gala,” Mother replied.

      “Who’s Gordon Thayer?” Karma asked.

      “Sis’s high-school boyfriend,” Mother replied.

      I’d had no idea. “He’s a widower who’s somehow evaded every divorcée and widow in Kansas City.”

      “Several married women, too.” Mother’s eyes were narrowed as if she were calculating Sis’s odds of landing one of Kansas City’s most eligible men. “I’m not sure he’s interested in marriage.”

      “I’m not sure Sis is either.”

      Mother tightened her grip on the wine glass’s stem and stared at the blank television screen. Was she imagining Sis living in sin in Gordon’s Vail house? Or the home he kept in the Keys? Just a few houses away from the Truman Little White House and so charming—that’s what Mother’s friend Gail told her after a visit with her husband. Mother had been wangling for an invitation ever since. She rubbed her chin. A contemplative rub. “Gordon and Sis.”

      Sis needed new beaus more often. Mother had forgotten about my finding a body.

      “Mom?” Grace called from the kitchen.

      “Family room.”

      We heard a backpack thunk to the floor, the fridge open and close, and footsteps.

      Grace appeared holding a Tab. “I heard. Are you okay?”

      “Fine.”

      “Mrs. Ivens?”

      I nodded.

      “Poor Hal.” The Ivens’ youngest, Hal, was just two years older than Grace and a freshman in college. “I hope he heard about it from his dad, that no one else called him.”

      “Me, too.”

      Grace stepped into the family room. Slowly. Carefully. As if she suspected her grandmother of planting landmines. When nothing exploded (Mother was dying to comment on Grace’s jeans—I could tell from the crazy twitch near her left eye), Grace dutifully dropped a kiss on her grandmother’s cheek then joined Max who napped on the floor. “Mrs. Ivens was super nice. I can’t imagine why anyone would hurt her.”

      “Is this what you and Grace talk about? Murder?” Now that she’d expressed an opinion, Mother’s eye twitch disappeared.

      “Better to talk about it than pretend it doesn’t exist.”

      “Living in this house, your daughter doesn’t have that luxury.” We’d returned to murder, and Mother’s bad mood had tagged along.

      Good thing Mother gave me the tools to change her mood. I smiled sweetly. “Grace, did Aunt Sis mention a man?”

      “Mr. Thayer? She said they planned to visit his farm today.”

      Mother put down her now half-empty wine glass and laced her fingers together. “Oh?”

      Grace nodded. “I think she really likes him.”

      Mother reclaimed her wine glass and a satisfied smile teased the corner of her lips. “How can you tell?”

      “She has that same dreamy expression Mom gets when she talks about Anarchy.”

      For the second time in ten minutes, Mother spit wine.
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      Karma peered through the shop window. “The fabrics are gorgeous.”

      “Wait till you meet Joan.”

      She tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s not enough to design a beautiful fabric, write a compelling novel, or paint a sublime canvas; someone has to sell those things. The way Joan puts disparate fabrics together will have you redoing your whole house.”

      “Oh?” Karma’s tone said she doubted me.

      “Phyllis was incredibly talented, but she owed a measure of her success to Joan.”

      “I wonder if Phyllis saw it that way?”

      “I’m guessing she didn’t.”

      We opened the shop’s door, and Joan smiled a welcome. “Good morning. You have the measurements already?”

      “Not yet. I wanted my sister to see your store.”

      “It’s amazing.” Karma had already answered a bolt’s siren call. “It makes me want new bedding.”

      I didn’t hide my smirk.

      “How would you describe your style?” asked Joan.

      “Conservative.”

      “Let me show you a few things.” Joan pulled on various bolts, unspooling yards of glorious color.

      “That one.” Karma pointed to a muted floral.

      “Wonderful choice,” said Joan. “We have a surfeit of riches when it comes to complementary fabrics. How about this for shams?” She unfurled a subtle plaid.

      “Ellison said you were a genius. She’s right.”

      Joan favored me with a smile.

      I let the two of them talk fabric and wandered the store. They’d used Phyllis’s fabrics for eyeglass cases, handbags, tablecloths, napkins—did I need new napkins?—headbands, clever makeup bags, even umbrellas. Joan had figured out merchandising.

      Those napkins? Wants and needs were not the same. I put the napkin back on the stack and returned to Karma.

      “What do you think?” Karma pointed at the muted floral. “For a bedspread.”

      “Lovely. Will you need new drapes?”

      “I don’t think so. They’re a soft blue and this fabric will be perfect with them.”

      “I can have the bedspread and throw pillows made here and ship them to you,” said Joan.

      “Perfect. Before you ring me up, I’d like to look around.”

      “Of course.”

      Karma headed to the table linens.

      “Thank you for bringing her in.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “I heard Phyllis’s funeral will be on Friday. Are you going?”

      “Stan asked me to do a reading.”

      Joan’s head jerked as if I’d slapped her. “He did?”

      “He was overcome when he asked. I’m sure he’ll reconsider before Friday.”

      “I doubt it. Once Stan makes a decision, it’s set in stone. It drove Phyllis crazy.”

      I searched for a response.

      “I heard you found Bobbi Ivens’ body.”

      News traveled fast. “I did.”

      “You must be the unluckiest woman in the world.”

      Bobbi and Phyllis might disagree. “That’s what Mother says.”

      “I heard Bobbi was strangled. Like Phyllis.”

      “Yes. Were they close?”

      “Bobbi and Phyllis? No.”

      “But Bobbi was at your table on Saturday.”

      “You know how it goes. We had two extra seats. The Ivens had tickets but no table. Two problems solved.”

      Seating a ball or a gala was only slightly less complicated than physics or nuclear engineering. The things people wrote on their seating cards—seat us with friends (which friends?), seat as far from my husband’s ex-wife as possible (which ex-wife?), seat us on the dance floor (usually written by someone who’d bought a general admission ticket). Between assigning tables based on dollars spent and the shifting sands of who was seated with whom, the seating chart for the gala had taken days. “Can you think of anyone who wanted them both dead?”

      “No.” Joan’s fingers stroked a jonquil-hued tweed.

      “How about Bobbi? Who’d want her dead?”

      “Besides Ted?”

      “They had problems?” Mother had thought Ted guilty till she learned he had an alibi.

      “Ted never amounted to much. If it weren’t for Bobbi’s trust, I don’t know how they’d have managed.” She glanced around her shop, saw only Karma, and whispered, “Bobbi was in love with another man.”

      “Who?”

      “Gordon Thayer.”

      Oh, dear Lord.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “No.” Yes! “Why do you ask?”

      “For a second there, you looked exactly like your mother when she’s displeased. I shouldn’t have told you. Bobbi swore me to secrecy.”

      “When did she tell you?”

      “Two or three weeks ago. She was in looking at fabric. She was positively glowing.”

      “He’s so much older.”

      “Bobbi didn’t care.” A blush touched Joan’s cheeks. “She said with age came experience.”

      And now that experience was squiring Aunt Sis around town. “How did he feel about her?”

      “Honestly, I’m not sure. He’s avoided any serious attachments for almost a decade.”

      “But Bobbi thought she’d be the one?”

      “Like I said, she was glowing.” Joan’s gaze traveled to a bolt suitable for a nursery.

      I clasped the edge of the counter. “You’re kidding.”

      “I didn’t say a word.”

      True, but she’d still told me Bobbi Ivens was pregnant with my aunt’s new beau’s child. “No wonder everyone’s wondering if Ted killed her.”

      The shop door opened, and two women I didn’t know stepped inside.

      “Excuse me, Ellison.” Joan stepped out from behind the counter and smiled at the new arrivals. “Welcome. What a fabulous coat.” One of the women wore a purple trench coat. “I have an umbrella that will match perfectly.” She led the women to a brass stand and opened a floral umbrella.

      The woman in the coat took the umbrella and glanced at herself in the mirror. “I don’t need a new umbrella.”

      “Don’t be silly,” said her friend. “It matches perfectly. And where will you find another one like it?”

      “You’re right. I’ll take it.” She handed the umbrella back to Joan.

      The consummate saleswoman smiled. “What else may I help you with?”

      Karma, who’d draped a tablecloth and twelve napkins over her arm, left Joan and her new customers to the table linens and returned to my side. “I couldn’t help overhearing. Do you think Sis knows?”

      “I doubt it.”

      “What will you tell her?”

      An uncomfortable weight settled on my shoulders. “Maybe nothing.”

      “You have to tell her!”

      “Why me? It might be better coming from Mother.”

      Karma covered her horrified gasp with a cough. “With all due respect to Frances, who would you rather hear that from?”

      Mother could teach bulls in china shops new tricks. “Fair point.”

      “What if—” I couldn’t utter the words.

      “What?”

      I scanned the bolts of colorful fabric as if I might find an answer woven in the cloth. “What if Gordon didn’t want to be a father?”

      Karma paled.

      “What if he killed Bobbi?”

      “Why would he kill her? It’s not as if he had to hide an illegitimate child from his wife.” We were inching very close to Mother and Daddy territory—the only difference being that Karma was conceived before my parents married.

      The shop door opened again, and Aunt Sis and Gordon Thayer entered.

      Aunt Sis, who looked gloriously happy, blinked when she saw us. She lifted her hand off Gordon’s arm and inched toward a rack of peasant skirts as if she might hide behind their bright colors. “Ellison. Karma. I didn’t realize you’d be here.”

      I stared at the man standing next to her. Tall. Craggy. Tanned. “I wanted Karma to see the shop.” I stepped forward and extended my hand. “Gordon, a pleasure to see you.”

      His hazel eyes twinkled. “The pleasure’s all mine.”

      “Have you met my sister, Karma?”

      Gordon shook Karma’s hand. “Delighted.”

      Aunt Sis fidgeted with her kaftan’s sleeve.

      Joan stared at us with a deep furrow in her brow, as if she worried I might ask Gordon about Bobbi’s pregnancy.

      “Are you looking for fabrics, Sis?” Karma smiled brightly.

      “I wanted Sis to see the shop.” Gordon waved a benevolent hand at the walls of fabric and shelves of goods. “One of my better investments.”

      “Investments?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I traded Phyllis the capital to get this started for a small stake in the company.”

      Across the store, a frozen smile hung on Joan’s face like a lopsided Halloween mask.

      Gordon didn’t seem to notice her horrified expression. “How’s business, Joan?”

      “Booming.”

      “Glad to hear it.” He tucked Sis’s hand into the crook of his arm. “Come with me, I’ll show you my favorites. Excuse us, girls.” He led Aunt Sis to the far wall and pointed to a series of plaids.

      Gordon was an investor in Phyllis and Joan’s company? What had he thought of Phyllis’s plan to sell? I had a thousand questions for Joan. Could Phyllis sell without his approval? What was his reaction to the proposed sale? Why hadn’t Joan told me she had a silent partner?

      Karma said something, but her words didn’t register.

      Aunt Sis was dating a man who might have wanted both Bobbi and Phyllis dead. Did he have an alibi? For either murder? My gaze traveled to Gordon’s large hands. Strong and capable, he had the physical capacity to be a killer. Had he done it? Had he killed them? What should I tell Aunt Sis? What should I tell Anarchy?
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      Anarchy arrived after dinner. The sight of him leaning against the kitchen counter while I waited on Mr. Coffee sent my nerves hopping. I’d never seen my aunt (a no-show for dinner) smile the way she smiled at Gordon, and I was serving her new beau up as a murder suspect. It was an unavoidable betrayal, but Aunt Sis might not forgive me.

      You worry too much, whispered Mr. Coffee.

      “Where is everybody?” Anarchy asked.

      “Karma’s on a call with a partner in California. Grace has homework. Aggie and Mac went to a show at Milton’s. And Aunt Sis is out.”

      Mr. Coffee finished his job, and I poured fresh coffee into two mugs. “Did the golfers on the holes near the parking lot see anything?” I crossed my fingers. “The golf course was so crowded.”

      “A golfer named Peter Moore thinks he saw a woman in tennis whites with a man, but he can’t describe the man.”

      “Not at all? Not even his height?”

      Anarchy took a mug from my hand (as usual, Mr. Coffee had done an admirable job), and his eyes (they matched the coffee) searched my face. “Height? What did you find out?”

      Oh, dear. “It’s such a nice evening. Shall we drink our coffee on the patio?”

      “Sounds nice,” he replied as his eyes said your stalling tactics are adorable, but I won’t forget my question.

      Anarchy and Max followed me outside, and we settled into chairs while Max checked the perimeter of his domain. Max allowed no other animals in his yard. That squirrels, rabbits, and my neighbor Margaret Hamilton’s cat ignored his doggy edict was a constant irritation to him.

      Anarchy stretched out his legs and tilted his head toward the dark sky. A breeze ruffled his hair.

      This was…nice. Natural. Easy. If only I could relax, but visions of Gordon and Sis danced in my head.

      I took a bracing sip of coffee. “Karma and I went to Joan and Phyllis’s shop today.”

      “Oh?”

      “Karma ordered a new bedspread and picked out table linens.”

      Shadows hid the lower half of Anarchy’s face, but I sensed his smile. He’d wait patiently for my point. He trusted I had one.

      “The bedspread is a delicate floral.”

      If I’d had this conversation with my late husband, he’d be out of his chair by now—pulling the sports section from the evening paper or turning on the television. Not Anarchy. He sighed—a contented sigh, as if me sidling around a point was the best part of his day.

      I stared out at the backyard. Max was out there somewhere, his gray fur hidden by darkness. “Have they completed the autopsy?”

      “No. Cause of death was obvious. I didn’t request a rush. Why?”

      I felt his gaze but didn’t turn my head. “There’s a possibility Bobbi was pregnant.”

      Five seconds passed. Then ten.

      “I take it her husband wasn’t the father?”

      “Not from what I heard.”

      “Who was?”

      An image of Aunt Sis wearing that glorious happy smile danced through my brain. I tightened my hands around the coffee mug. “It’s possible—”

      “Mom!” Grace’s voice carried from inside the house.

      “Patio,” I called.

      She burst outside, spotted Anarchy, and grinned a welcome. “Hi.”

      Grace and Anarchy liked each other. Grace didn’t indulge in you’re-not-my-father angst, and Anarchy treated her like an adult. He nodded a hello.

      “Mom, can I go to Debbie’s?”

      “School night.”

      “I know.” Her sigh told me how square I was. “But I finished my homework and Debbie’s favorite show is on.”

      Debbie had been attacked and she still seemed fragile. Her friends, Grace chief among them, made a point of keeping her company.

      I relented. “Fine, but be home by nine thirty.”

      “Promise! Good night, Anarchy.” She disappeared into the house.

      “She’s growing up so fast.” What would I do when Grace left for college? When it was Max and me and sometimes Aggie?

      “She’s a great kid.”

      “No argument. But I wonder what they’re up to tonight.”

      “Watching television.”

      “Grace and her friends aren’t exactly Jack Lord fans.”

      “Not into police shows?”

      “Not that one.” The Streets of San Francisco was a different story. They had kiss-your-pillow crushes on Michael Douglas. I sipped my coffee and stared into the night. “They’re probably gossiping, whispering about boys, and leafing through fashion magazines.”

      “Then why mention television?”

      “Teenagers are a secretive bunch.” Pot. Kettle. Black. I kept too many secrets. I didn’t need another one.  “Gordon Thayer,” I blurted.

      “Pardon?”

      “According to Joan, Gordon Thayer is the father of Bobbi’s baby. But—” time for another fortifying swallow of coffee “—I wonder if Joan told the truth.”

      “Start at the beginning.”

      I recounted everything Joan shared.

      “Why do you doubt her?”

      “Aunt Sis is head over heels for Gordon.”

      “And that makes you doubt Joan?”

      “I keep telling myself Aunt Sis is a good judge of character, but after Joan told me Bobbi’s secret, Aunt Sis and Gordon visited the shop. Gordon mentioned he had a stake in the company.”

      “How did he feel about Phyllis’s plan to sell?”

      “I didn’t ask him.”

      Anarchy put his coffee mug on the table between our chairs and rested his elbows on his knees. “It gives him a connection to both murdered women.”

      “I know.” I added my empty mug to the side table. “But why didn’t Joan mention Gordon from the start? It’s almost as if she wants him to look guilty.”

      “You think Joan’s involved?”

      “I like Joan.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      In a perfect world, murderers would look like Snidely Whiplash and behave in ways that announced their intentions. In the real world, murderers hid behind banal facades and cloaked their intentions. Which meant Joan might be a killer. Or Gordon.

      “I keep returning to why. Why Phyllis and Bobbi? Did they share a secret?”

      “You tell me. What did they have in common?”

      “Both married. Same country club, although Phyllis didn’t use it much. She was busy working. Bobbi played tennis and a bit of golf. Both in the Junior League. I’m not sure about book or dinner clubs.”

      “Dinner clubs?”

      “A group of couples rotate hosting dinners at their homes.”

      “Were you and Henry in a dinner club?”

      “Two. One of them dropped me after his murder.” Thirteen at dinner is unlucky. We hope you understand. “I’m hosting a dinner for the club that stood by me next month.”

      “What else?”

      “I don’t know. What did Ted Ivens tell you?”

      “He was on the golf course when his wife died and can’t imagine who’d want to hurt her.” Anarchy’s tone said Ted wasn’t entirely believable.

      “Joan said their marriage was troubled. They lived off Bobbi’s trust. What happens to the money now that Bobbi’s dead?”

      “Ivens didn’t mention a trust. We’ll look into that.”

      I rested my head on the chair back and sighed. “I’m so tired of finding bodies.”

      “I bet.”

      “And bad things come in threes. I can’t help but worry someone else will die.”

      Anarchy stood and pulled me from my chair. His arms wrapped around me, and his lips brushed the top of my head. “I’ll keep you and Grace safe. I promise.”

      I believed him.

      I tilted my head and looked into his eyes. A woman could drown in those eyes.

      Anarchy leaned closer.

      “Ellison!” Karma’s voice drifted through the screen door.

      “We cannot catch a break.” The frustration in Anarchy’s voice made me giggle—a nervous giggle.

      “Patio.” I tugged against Anarchy’s hold, but he held me tight.

      Karma appeared as a silhouette in the light from the kitchen and stopped short. “Sorry. I didn’t realize you were busy.”

      “It’s fine. What do you need?”

      “I have to go home. I know I said I’d stay, but there’s a problem at the firm. I feel just awful about this.”

      “Karma, it’s fine. You came for the party, and having you here has been a joy.”

      “I wouldn’t have missed the gala for anything.”

      “If you have to go, what can I do to help?”

      “Nothing. They’re buying me a ticket in San Francisco. I’ll pick it up at the gate. Packing is easy.”

      “You’ll need a ride to the airport. When is your flight?”

      “Two hours.”

      “So soon? I’ll take you.”

      “When I called and told Dad, he offered.”

      “Grace just left. She’ll want to say goodbye.”

      “I saw her as she walked out the front door. We’ve said our goodbyes.”

      “And Aunt Sis?”

      “I’ll see Sis soon. She promised to visit.”

      “I hate that you’re leaving,”

      She stepped onto the patio. “Me, too. You could visit me in San Francisco. You could both come.”

      Anarchy tensed. His arms dropped to his sides, and he stepped back. Away from me.

      The inches that separated us felt like a chasm.

      I looked up into his face. All the warmth and humor had fled. An unfamiliar coldness emanated from his skin.

      I blinked. Who was this stranger? “Anarchy?”

      “What?” The coldness touched his voice too.

      “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is fine. I should go.” He strode across the patio and into the house, leaving Karma and me staring after him.

      “What was that about?” she asked.

      The sting of a rejection I didn’t understand made my eyes water and my throat tighten. “No idea.”
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      I slept poorly.

      What was wrong with Anarchy? What was so awful about going to San Francisco together? Libba once observed Anarchy was secretive about his past. Was there an ex-wife in California? Children? I slugged my pillow. Was he embarrassed to introduce me to his family?

      Grrr.

      Max’s growl was a welcome distraction from my thoughts’ circular path. I brushed aside the questions getting me nowhere and joined Max at the window. “What’s wrong?”

      Max planted his paws on the sill and peered at the front yard.

      I followed his example (sans paws).

      The street was quiet except for—I squinted—someone or something was digging up my freshly planted pansies.

      I jammed my arms in my bathrobe and tied the belt. “You stay here.”

      Grrr. Bad plan. He’d chase away the evildoer.

      “I don’t need a dog fight rousing the neighbors. Besides, this is my chance to clear your name.” I slipped through the doorway to the hall and closed the door behind me, leaving Max locked in my bedroom.

      Woof. You need me.

      “I can handle a dog.”

      Woof. I doubt it.

      Even if I didn’t catch the beast, if I got a good look at him, I’d direct Marian and Margaret to the right owner.

      I descended the steps to the dark foyer and tiptoed toward the front door.

      A sound stopped me.

      A sound in the living room.

      What was going on? Was Grace up to something? She was supposed to be in bed.

      I tiptoed into the living room and flipped on the lights.

      Oh. Dear. Lord.

      I clapped my hands to my eyes and kept them there.

      Too late. Some things, once seen, can’t be unseen.

      Like your aunt and her beau having sex on your couch.

      I stumbled backward, tripped, and thudded to the rug.

      A shoe. I’d tripped on Gordon’s shoe. My fingers closed around the vamp, and I hurled the oxford at the naked people staring at me from over the top of the couch.

      The shoe hit the couch and fell to the floor.

      I crab-walked backward and got tangled in Aunt Sis’s kaftan.

      I threw that too. It sailed harmlessly toward them.

      I scuttled away.

      “Ellison! Wait!”

      Not bloody likely.

      I reached the front hall, struggled to my feet, and yanked open the front door. I’d made the wrong choice. I should have ignored the noise and caught the dog. I’d catch the dog now.

      I stepped into night-cooled air, took a single deep breath, and raced down the driveway.

      A yellow Labrador looked up from digging and grinned.

      This was a problem I could handle. “Come here.” I held out my hand. If only I’d brought a dog treat.

      The dog’s grin widened, and its tail wagged hard enough to jingle the tags hanging from its collar.

      “You’ve caused a bunch of trouble,” I cooed.

      The tail wagged faster.

      “Ellison?” Aunt Sis’s voice carried from the house. “What are you doing?”

      Much as I wanted to scold Aunt Sis with Mother-like fury—Grace might have walked in on them—I needed her help. “There’s a dog in my pansies. Would you please bring me a treat?” I returned my attention to the dog. “Would you like a treat?”

      Its tail wagged like crazy.

      The weight of Max’s disapproving stare settled on my shoulders. Was I rewarding an interloper? I offered an apologetic wave to the dog in my bedroom window. “Aunt Sis will bring you a biscuit.” I reached for the Labrador’s collar, but it danced backward. “A yummy biscuit.”

      Wag, wag, wag.

      Again, I reached for the collar.

      Again, the dog danced out of reach. To Fido, this was an amusing game.

      The dog shifted his gaze to the front of the house.

      Footsteps tapped on the pavement. A man’s footsteps. Aunt Sis had sent Gordon.

      Heat rose to my cheeks. Wait. Why was I embarrassed? I straightened my spine—metaphorically. Gordon and Sis should be red-faced. Not me. They were the ones who’d had sex on my couch.

      The couch that was going to the upholsterers first thing in the morning.

      But that was tomorrow’s problem. Right now, I needed a look at the dog’s tags. With its attention focused on Gordon, I crept closer.

      Closer.

      I lunged, and the dog jumped out of the way.

      “Oomph.” Face planting in the lawn knocked the breath clean out of me.

      Gordon ran to my side. “Are you okay?”

      “Catch the dog.”

      Gordon held out a Milkbone, and the dog eyed him warily.

      “Come on, buddy. Take it.”

      The dog danced on his paws, suspecting a trick.

      I pushed onto my elbows, then my knees. “Let me try.”

      “Who’s your friend?” Gordon relinquished the biscuit.

      “No idea, but Max has taken the blame for his hobby.” I lightened my tone. “Who’s a good boy?” Not Gordon.

      Wag, wag, wag.

      “What’s your plan once you catch him?”

      “I’ll read his tags.”

      Now that I was on eye level with the lab, his dance steps slowed. He eyed the biscuit and whined softly.

      “It’s yours. Come here and let me pet you.”

      The dog inched closer.

      “C’mon, buddy.”

      Another inch.

      Gordon lunged, missed the dog, and knocked me into the muddy pansy bed.

      “Get.” I pushed. “Off.” I shoved. “Me.”

      We were hopelessly tangled.

      Gordon pushed onto one arm and caught a handful of my breast.

      My body reacted. My knee rose, fast and hard and accurate.

      “Aaaah!” Gordon clutched his groin and collapsed on top of me.

      For a full five seconds, neither of us moved.

      One thing was certain, if Aunt Sis did end up with Gordon, awkward holiday dinners were a given.

      “I’m getting up.” He spoke through gritted teeth.

      Gordon rose onto his knees and for a half-second I imagined his hands sliding around my neck. I scissored my legs, and he fell again.

      “Oomph.” The man weighed a ton, and his arms and legs weren’t working in concert. He caught my robe’s belt and tugged as he flailed. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Wrong with me? I tightened my hand into a fist and pounded his shoulder. “Let go! Get off!”

      “Ellison?” There was no mistaking the nasal tone of my across-the-street neighbor Marian Dixon.

      Gordon and I both froze.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      It was official. I was in hell.

      “I saw a commotion out here and called the police.”

      Definitely in hell.

      “I spotted a Labrador digging up my pansies.” That didn’t explain why Gordon Thayer was lying on top of me. Not even close. “Get off.”

      A siren pierced the night’s quiet.

      Gordon stumbled to his feet, taking the belt to my robe with him.

      “What Labrador?” asked Marian.

      The dog was gone.

      “A yellow one.” I clasped my robe together and brushed soil from my face.

      “That’s right,” said Gordon. “Yellow.”

      Marian made a show of looking at her naked wrist. “Do you know what time it is?”

      Gordon glanced at his watch. “It’s one.”

      “A bit late for you to be at Ellison’s.”

      “I was dropping off Ellison’s aunt when she spotted the dog. I was helping her catch it.”

      Marian’s gaze was disbelieving. “Helping her?”

      “We got tangled.”

      Marian smirked. “Is that what we’re calling it these days?”

      She thought Gordon and I—my mind refused to go there.

      A police car screeched to a stop at the curb. “Everything okay, Mrs. Russell?”

      I was covered in damp soil and crushed grass, and my robe was askew. I reached up and pulled a destroyed pansy from my hair. “Peachy.”

      “Is this man bothering you?”

      “He’s a family friend.”

      The officer regarded Gordon, who’d missed a button on his shirt—it hung wonky on him. A jagged cut near his temple trickled blood. And he held my robe’s tie in his fist as if he meant to strangle me with it.

      The officer shook his head. “We’ll wait with you till Detective Jones arrives.”

      “He’s coming here? Now? Tonight?” Marian’s hands rose to her curler-covered head, and she scurried back to her house.

      “What’s going on?” Gordon demanded.

      I raked my fingers through my hair and found a second pansy. “The dispatcher alerts Anarchy whenever there’s a disturbance at my house.”

      “This happens often?”

      “Not this.” I’d never before been tackled by my aunt’s sex partner. “But disturbances? All the time.” I scowled at Gordon. “Why did you do that?”

      “I thought I could catch him.”

      I’d been inches away from the dog’s collar. He’d interfered, made an embarrassing situation a million times worse, and allowed the dog to escape. My scowl deepened.

      “I’m sorry.” An olive branch.

      “Coffee?” My version of an olive branch.

      “Decaf?”

      Was he serious?

      A car screeched to a halt at the curb, and Anarchy jumped out and ran to me. His hands closed around my upper arms, and he peered into my face. “Are you hurt?” Anarchy might have a terrible secret. But he cared. I saw real concern in his eyes.

      “I’m fine. This—” I nodded toward the man responsible for this nightmare “—is Gordon Thayer.”

      The two men sized each other up, then Anarchy jerked his chin toward the house. “Let’s take this inside.”

      I thanked the officers who’d raced to my rescue, and we walked up the drive.

      Aunt Sis met us at the door. Too bad she hadn’t used the time Gordon and I spent rolling in the dirt to fix her hair. It was Brigitte Bardot sex-kitten mussed. The hair coupled with smudged makeup and a wrinkled kaftan were the equivalent of an I-got-lucky sandwich board.

      Anarchy waited till I closed the front door. “What the hell?”

      “It’s all a misunderstanding.”

      Aunt Sis went to Gordon’s side, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

      “I’ll make coffee.” My go-to response for misunderstandings, disasters, murder, and finding my aunt having sex.

      Anarchy stopped me with a look. “No coffee. Why did I get a call that you were being strangled in your front yard?”

      “Marian Dixon has a vivid imagination?” I suggested.

      No one even smiled.

      Anarchy shifted his gaze to Gordon. “So you’re Gordon Thayer.”

      “Guilty.” Maybe not the best choice of words.

      “The man who fathered Bobbi Ivens’ baby?”

      “Whoa!” Gordon held up his hands and spread his fingers. “That wasn’t me.”

      “Bobbi Ivens was pregnant. She told people the baby was yours.”

      Aunt Sis looked up at Gordon with an appalled expression on her face.

      “She might have been pregnant, but the child wasn’t mine.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      “I had a vasectomy ten years ago.”

      Awkward holiday dinners became exponentially more awkward.

      “You were seeing her?” asked Anarchy.

      Gordon cut his gaze toward Aunt Sis. “Not exactly.”

      “Then why did she think you were the father?” The words slipped, unbidden, through my lips.

      Gordon offered my aunt an apologetic grimace. “Key party.”

      Yet another thing I didn’t need to know about Aunt Sis’s beau. If Aunt Sis and Gordon stayed together, I was definitely skipping holiday dinners.
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      I’d had the good sense to leave a note for Aggie—please make a Bundt cake—before I went to bed, and I descended the stairs to the delicious smell of baking cinnamon.

      Aggie wore a ruffled apron over a spring green kaftan dotted with daffodils and daisies. Her hair sproinged with extra vigor, and she hummed “I’m in the Mood for Love” as she wiped the countertop.

      I cleared my throat.

      She turned and offered me a brilliant smile. “Coffee?”

      “Please.” I oozed onto a stool.

      “You had an exciting night.”

      Max, who refused to look at me, sighed dramatically. Things went sideways because I’d locked him in a bedroom. Given the chance, he’d have taught that trespassing Labrador a lesson.

      “You heard?”

      “Your aunt was up early.”

      I’d bet good money my aunt left out part of the story.

      Aggie poured coffee into a mug, then put the mug and a small pitcher of cream in front of me.

      I grabbed hold of the mug. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. I’ve never seen her look so happy.”

      “She’s in love.” So in love she’d forgiven Gordon’s key party with a wave of her hand. “Where is she?”

      “She met Mr. Thayer for breakfast.”

      “Hmph.” I suspected Aunt Sis was avoiding me. I hoped Gordon was.

      “Who’s the cake for?” asked Aggie.

      “Ted Ivens.”

      “You found his wife’s body.” Her free hand lifted to her throat, her other hand crumpling the used paper towel into a ball. “The woman at the club.”

      “Yes.”

      “So awful.”

      “Terrible.” I sipped my coffee. Perfect. As usual. I winked my thanks at Mr. Coffee.

      Ding dong.

      Aggie tossed the paper towel into the trash. “Are you expecting anyone?”

      “No.”

      “Hmmm. Be right back.” She disappeared into the hallway.

      You look tired, fussed Mr. Coffee.

      “Another cup and I’ll be fine.”

      That kerfuffle last night—he shook his gingham head—you don’t need stress like that.

      I lifted my mug in agreement. “Amen.” I finished the rest of my coffee, rose from my stool, and went to the most even-tempered, dependable man I knew.

      The door swung open as I poured, and Anarchy followed Aggie into the kitchen.

      “Good morning.” I forced a smile. “Coffee?”

      “Please.”

      I finished filling my cup, took a mug from the cupboard, and filled it to the rim. “Here you go.”

      Anarchy accepted the coffee. “Thank you.”

      With that, we ran out of conversation.

      I added cream to my coffee, wrapped my hands around the mug’s warmth, and stared at Aggie’s clean countertops.

      Seconds passed—seconds that lasted longer than minutes.

      Aggie’s gaze shifted between us. “It’s a lovely morning.”

      Anarchy grunted.

      I sighed.

      “The weatherman said we might hit seventy today.”

      Another grunt.

      Another sigh.

      “What happened in the living room? The furniture’s out of place.”

      Carefully, I put my mug on the counter and sank my head into my hands. “We need a new couch.” After what I’d seen, I’d never sit on the existing one again.

      “Did you say a new couch?” Aggie asked.

      I nodded.

      “I see.”

      She was lucky she hadn’t.

      “I have cleaning upstairs.” The tension in the kitchen was palpable and Aggie was leaving? “Would you mind taking the cake out when the oven beeps?”

      “I never get it right.” And I didn’t want to be alone with the surly stranger masquerading as Anarchy.

      “It’s easy. Take the cake from the oven and put it on the cooling rack.” She escaped up the back stairs before I could argue. Max followed her.

      I stared into my mug.

      “About last night—” Anarchy began.

      I waited for more.

      When he didn’t continue, I raised my gaze from my coffee.

      Anarchy leaned against the counter and scowled at the blameless pitcher sitting on the island.

      “What about last night?”

      “I was a jerk.”

      I didn’t argue.

      “I’m sorry.” He shifted his scowl to the ceiling “I don’t get along with my family. Taking you to San Francisco…the notion didn’t sit well.”

      “I didn’t suggest we go to California.”

      “You haven’t suggested we go anywhere.”

      That was true.

      “I want this to work, but you’re holding back.”

      He was right, but I wasn’t holding back on purpose. “Henry betrayed my trust.” An epic understatement.

      “I’m nothing like Henry.”

      “I know that.” But knowing it in my head and accepting it in my soul were very different.

      “You need more time.” It wasn’t a question. It was a discouraged statement.

      “Henry and I fell apart. And it was awful, and humiliating—” so humiliating “—and I spent nights staring at the ceiling wondering what I might have done differently. I worried about Grace. She could sense the tension between Henry and me. I mourned my marriage, but my heart—it didn’t break.”

      Anarchy’s gaze sought mine. “I won’t break your heart, Ellison.”

      “It’s easy to say that now. We still have that new-car smell. But what about a year from now? Five years from now?”

      “You’re thinking long-term?”

      “Aren’t you?”

      He paused before he answered. “Yes.”

      Panic bubbled in my chest. Had I made another epic mistake? I closed my eyes.

      “There are things you don’t know. Things I should have told you. I—”

      “Ellison Walford Russell!” Mother’s voice boomed from the front hall. Mother had the worst timing ever.

      “Kitchen,” I called.

      She blew in with hurricane force. She paused long enough to nod at Anarchy, then launched her attack. “Is it true you were rolling around your front lawn with Gordon Thayer in the middle of the night?”

      “Yes.”

      Her mouth opened, but no words came out. Clearly she’d been expecting a denial.

      “Coffee?” I asked.

      “No. What did Sis say about your roll in the grass?”

      “She didn’t say a word. She saw it happen. Whatever you heard is wrong.”

      Mother wore a silk blouse topped with a kelly green cardigan, navy pants, and navy kilties with green piping. Her hair formed a perfect silver helmet. Her lipstick was a soft pink. If I didn’t know better, I’d mistake her for an elegant woman of a certain age. I knew better. Mother was Atilla the Hun reincarnated. “Enlighten me.”

      “A dog was digging up my pansies, and Gordon helped me chase it.”

      “At one in the morning?”

      “He was here with Sis.”

      “Did you catch the dog?”

      “No. Why?”

      “It would be nice if it could corroborate your story.”

      “The dog got away. Besides, it wouldn’t make a reliable witness.”

      Mother eyed me suspiciously. “Why was Gordon here so late?

      Heat rose from my chest, to my neck, to my face. “I have no idea.”

      Mother’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a terrible liar.”

      Nothing I didn’t already know. I scratched the end of my nose and changed the subject. “Not to speak ill of the dead—” I had her full attention “—but what do we know about Bobbi Ivens?”

      She effortlessly ignored my attempt at a new subject. “Did Gordon spend the night?”

      “You’d have to ask Sis.”

      “I’m asking you.”

      “No. Gordon did not spend the night.”

      “Too bad.”

      I glanced at Anarchy. His expression gave nothing away.

      “Sis needs a man and Gordon is perfect for her.”

      “Why?” I had my doubts. Gordon attended key parties. Gordon desecrated my couch.

      “Why what?”

      “Why does Aunt Sis need a man, and why Gordon?”

      “No one should grow old alone. Gordon is perfect because he and Sis have similar backgrounds and fit into each other’s worlds.” Mother glanced pointedly at Anarchy.

      The exhaustion that had nipped at my heels since the gala rose on its hind legs and demanded attention. “Mother, I’m too tired for this.”

      “For what?” She tried for wide-eyed innocence. Tried and failed. Attila the Hun couldn’t pull off doe eyes.

      Ding.

      I got up and pulled the cake from the oven.

      “Is the cake for Ted Ivens?” asked Mother.

      “Yes.”

      “How’s Daisy?”

      My conscience poked me—a you-haven’t-checked-on-your-sweet-friend poke. “I don’t know.”

      “Not everyone is accustomed to finding bodies.”

      I couldn’t find a positive reply.

      Mother turned to Anarchy. “How close are you to catching the killer?”

      “The investigation is ongoing.”

      “Is some stranger preying on the women in our set?”

      “Unlikely.”

      “But possible,” she insisted.

      “Anything’s possible,” Anarchy ceded. “People are murdered for a reason.”

      “Mother, what do you know about Bobbi Ivens?” My forgotten question was worth repeating.

      Mother sniffed. “I don’t indulge in gossip.”

      I swallowed a swell of laughter. “If you had to guess, why would someone want her dead?”

      Mother considered. “You’re sure Ted was on the golf course?”

      “Positive.”

      “Then it’s a mystery to me.”

      “Did Ted Ivens have a reason to want his wife dead?”

      “I don’t gossip.”

      Like hell she didn’t. She might not gossip in front of Anarchy, but I’d get it out of her.

      Brnng, brnng.

      I scowled at the phone.

      Brnng, brnng.

      “Where’s Aggie?”

      “Cleaning Karma’s bedroom.”

      Brnng, brnng.

      Three rings. I answered the phone. “Hello.”

      “It’s me,” said Libba. “I’m stopping by the Ivens’ this afternoon. Do you want to come with me?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Pick you up around one.”

      Across the kitchen, Mother poured herself coffee and sniffed the cream in the pitcher.

      I closed my eyes. “Can you come any earlier?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I’ll tell you when you get here.”
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      Libba pulled to a stop behind a Mercedes. The Benz wasn’t the only car parked on the Ivens’ quiet street. “Looks as if we’ll have company.”

      “Fine by me.” Carrying a conversation with Ted Ivens wasn’t easy. Time would move faster in a house full of people. I opened the car door and stepped out into the spring afternoon.

      “Thirty minutes,” said Libba.

      “Agreed.”

      Libba, who carried a bag of chocolates from André’s, rang the doorbell.

      I held the cake plate level.

      Prudence Davies answered the door. Her lip curled when she saw us. “You?”

      “Yes.” I smiled sweetly and held up Aggie’s Bundt. “We brought cake.”

      “And chocolate.” Libba swung the André’s bag.

      “You found the body.” Prudence blocked our entrance.

      “Get over yourself, Prudence.” Libba’s voice married ennui and disdain. “It’s not as if Ellison killed her.”

      “Ted doesn’t want to see you.”

      Ted Ivens appeared behind Prudence and made a face. “Ellison, Libba, how nice of you to come.”

      I brushed past Prudence and held out the cake to Ted. “We’re so sorry for your loss.”

      While I appreciated the ugly red flush on Prudence’s cheeks, I worried for Ted. He looked gaunt. Deep bags hung beneath his eyes, and his skin carried a sickly hue. “Thank you.” He accepted the cake and Libba’s chocolates. “I’ll put these in the kitchen.” He waved toward the dining room. “Some of Bobbi’s friends put out lunch.”

      There would be cold cuts and sliced cheese, thin-sliced pumpernickel bread, crudité and dill dip, a Watergate salad, possibly a Jell-O mold, probably potato or egg salad. There might be a ham, dotted with cloves, slathered in brown sugar and mustard glaze, and baked in cola. With a ham, there’d be egg rolls and a crystal dish filled with mayonnaise. I’d seen far too many tables like that. I ignored the dining room and ventured into the living room.

      Bobbi had used Phyllis’s fabrics well. A pair of plaid couches faced each other across a glass and brass coffee table. Pillows, drapes, the chairs—they all went together beautifully.

      Jinx sat on one of those couches. She grinned when she spotted us. “Prudence let you in?”

      “Ted let us in,” said Libba. “Prudence was ready to slam the door in our faces.”

      “George is in the butler’s pantry mixing drinks. Let him know if you want something.”

      “Thanks,” said Libba. “Wine?”

      “Tab,” I replied. “Two limes.”

      “Prudence is here. That calls for alcohol.”

      “Tab.” I sat on the couch next to Jinx.

      Libba shrugged and left us.

      Jinx bent her head toward mine. “Prudence has been glued to Ted’s side.”

      “Poor Ted.”

      “I don’t think he minds.”

      I contemplated that horror. “I’m surprised she’s here. I’d have thought Ted was too strait-laced for her.”

      “Haven’t you heard? Prudence has financial troubles. She moved back in with her mother. A husband—any husband—is better than a harpy mother. Any day.”

      “When did Prudence move in with Muriel?”

      “I’m not sure. I heard about it yesterday.”

      Libba breezed back into the living room, took the third seat on the couch, and handed me and Jinx glasses of Tab. “George is visiting with the men, and they don’t have limes.”

      “I’ll live.”

      “Have you been here long?” she asked Jinx.

      “Thirty minutes or so. We feel awful for Ted.” She lit a cigarette and shuddered. “It’s like that movie with Grace Kelly.”

      “What movie?”

      “The one with Ray Milland.”

      “Jinx! Not here. You should keep that to yourself.”

      “Why?”

      “Don’t you remember? The husband blackmails someone into killing his wife.”

      “I hadn’t thought of that. Just the strangling part. What was that other movie about strangling? Frenzy?”

      “We shouldn’t talk about Hitchcock.” I glanced over my shoulder and spotted Ted standing in the doorway to the sunroom. He’d definitely heard us; pain creased his face.

      I rose from the couch and went to him. “I’m sorry. Jinx didn’t mean it.”

      “People think I did it.”

      “You have an alibi.”

      “That doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to the police.” I rested my hand on his sleeve. “I know what you’re going through. It gets better. I promise.”

      “That’s right. You were a suspect in Henry’s murder.” His face clouded. “But the police caught the killer. They cleared you.”

      “Anarchy will find out who did this to Bobbi. I’m sure of it.”

      Ted nodded, but doubt played across his features.

      Daisy and her husband poked their heads into the living room. Daisy smiled at Jinx and Libba, but her husband headed for Ted. “Sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Ellison.” Daisy’s husband was one of those men who couldn’t converse with women. “How are you?”

      “Fine, thank you. And you?”

      “Sad day. How’s Grace?”

      “Never better. Your kids?”

      “Monsters.”

      “New shenanigans?”

      “You’d have to ask Daisy.” He turned back to Ted. “When you’re up to it, let’s schedule a round and dinner.”

      Daisy beckoned to me.

      “Excuse me.” I left the men to their golf talk and returned to my friends.

      “Was he talking about his new driver?”

      “What?”

      “My husband. He bought a new driver. He says it adds twenty yards to his tee shots. He’s talked about nothing else since he bought it.”

      “You’ve been talking about drivers?” Surely Daisy needed moral support, needed to talk. Finding her first body tended to shake a woman. “Have you talked to him about finding Bobbi?”

      Daisy’s brave smile trembled. “New driver.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “No,” said Daisy. “I’m not. I don’t know how you do it.”

      “Do what?” asked Libba.

      “I don’t how Ellison stays sane.”

      Libba wrinkled her nose. “She has Anarchy.”

      Libba was right. I had Anarchy, and no matter how shaken I was, he offered solid support. How awful would it be if Anarchy weren’t there? I imagined calling Detective Peters for help, and a shudder ran from the crown of my head to my toes. “All things being equal, I hope I never find another body.”

      “You and me both,” said Daisy. “It’s especially awful since we knew Bobbi.”

      “Did we?”

      My friends stared at me.

      “We knew her on the surface, but what did we really know about her?”

      “What do we know about anyone?” Libba responded.

      I knew how dry Libba drank her martinis, why she ran through men like Kleenex, why she only had a few weeks left with Jimmy, the fireman. I knew Libba, and Libba knew everything—almost everything—about me. My favorite color, my favorite wine, how badly Henry’s betrayal had wrecked my self-confidence. “My point is, none of us knew Bobbi well.” Not her secrets, her desires, her sorrows. Not who might want her dead.
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      I went home, settled into the comfortable desk chair in the family room, and called Mother.

      “Who was at the Ivens’?”

      I told her and added, “Ted looked dreadful.”

      “A killer strangled his wife and left her on the pavement.”

      “About her…” My voice trailed in hopes Mother might pick up the thread.

      “What about her?”

      “You know something.”

      She sniffed. “Just a tidbit or two. One hears things over the bridge table.”

      “Please, tell me.”

      “If I do, you’ll just share it with Detective Jones.”

      Because he was investigating her murder. I closed my eyes and prayed for patience.

      “He’s not the man for you, Ellison.”

      “What do you know about Bobbi?”

      Mother steamrolled on. “Your backgrounds are too dissimilar. How do you think a man living on a police detective’s salary would feel about his wife’s money? Everyone will assume he’s a gigolo. And you already know how poorly men react to successful women.”

      The hand in my lap clenched into a tight fist. “Mother, I called about Bobbi.”

      “If you must be with him, wait until Grace leaves for college. You don’t want her friends whispering.”

      I closed my eyes. This call was a mistake. “I’ll consider your points, if you tell me what you know about Bobbi.” I’d already considered Mother’s points—before she made them—and decided they were valid. But my heart didn’t care.

      “You promise?”

      “Promise.”

      “Bobbi was having an affair.”

      “With whom?”

      “An older man.”

      Gordon? Had he lied? “Who?”

      “I don’t know. All I heard was older. Also, she was spotted at a divorce attorney’s office.”

      “Oh?” Please, let it not be Gordon.

      “Yes! Ted’s hopeless in business. They lived off disbursements from her trust. If she’d divorced him, he’d have been destitute.”

      “Mother, Ted is a man in his forties who’s perfectly capable of getting a job.”

      “Ellison, he’s failed at everything he ever tried.”

      “Maybe he hasn’t tried the right thing yet.”

      Mother tutted her disagreement.

      Arguing with her was wasted breath. “The divorce—that’s why you asked Anarchy about Ted’s alibi?”

      “Ted has a motive. You know who you should ask about Bobbi?”

      “Who?”

      “Jill Dunlop.”

      “I’m playing bridge with her later this afternoon.”

      “I heard. That’s why I’m suggesting her.”

      “They were close?”

      “You sound doubtful.”

      “They’re very different.”

      “You and Libba are very different.”

      “Touché.”

      “I’m sure you’ll learn plenty from Jill. Now, tell me what’s going on between your aunt and Gordon.”

      “They make goo-goo eyes at each other.”

      “And?” Mother’s talents included the ability to sum up whole conversations in a single, succinct word. How late did Gordon stay? Was he serious about Sis? Had they—

      My mind—my memory—refused to go there. “And what?”

      “Is she serious about him?”

      “Ask her yourself.”

      “She won’t tell me.”

      “She might. If you ask nicely.”

      “She won’t. You know how competitive sisters can be. She’s always envied what I have with your father.”

      My free-spirited aunt traveled to Nepal on a whim. She was on a first-name basis with the bartenders at Harry’s in Venice. When she visited New York, she lunched with Babe Paley and Slim Keith. I was fairly certain Aunt Sis had collected proposals the way Mother collected Steuben crystal. Not once had Aunt Sis displayed the slightest envy over Mother’s marriage. “You really think so?”

      “You and your sister are the same way.”

      “We were jealous of each other when we were teenagers.”

      “You don’t think your success last weekend piqued Marjorie?”

      “I do not.”

      Mother snorted. “It did. Marjorie was supposed to be the one who chaired major events.”

      Marjorie had married the wrong man—the right man with the wrong job. The bitterness of that disappointment still sharpened Mother’s tongue.

      “Also, there’s your painting.”

      “What about my painting?”

      “She doesn’t have an artistic bone in her body. She’s jealous.”

      “No, she’s not.”

      “Don’t be naïve.”

      “The Guggenheim or the Museum of Modern Art could host a showing of my work and Marjorie wouldn’t care a bit.”

      Mother’s answering chuckle poked at nerves I didn’t know I had. “Ask her sometime.”

      That conversation would be short and derisive. I’m not remotely jealous. So what if a few people buy your paintings? Your marriage was a disaster. You’re Mother’s first call of the morning. And you attract dead bodies like an open bar attracts lushes.

      “Let’s agree to disagree.” I cast about for a new topic. “Say, did I mention Prudence Davies was hanging on Ted?”

      “I bet she wasn’t the only woman angling for his attention.”

      There had been a high number of divorcées offering Ted their sympathy. “True.”

      “Picture Ted Ivens,” Mother instructed.

      Grateful we’d seamlessly moved away from the sibling rivalry discussion, I imagined a middle-aged man with a soft middle, thinning hair, and hazel eyes. “Okay.”

      “Not exactly a lothario.”

      “Agreed.”

      “But he’ll be beating off women with a stick when he inherits Bobbi’s trust. If she’d divorced him, those same women wouldn’t give him the time of day.”

      “Hopefully he can do better than Prudence.”

      “If you ask me, he’s fortunate he has an alibi.”

      “I suppose so. But Prudence—” I shook my head “—ugh. I heard she’s having difficulties and moved in with her mother.”

      “What a shame.”

      Neither of us admitted a secret satisfaction with a universe that dealt Prudence Davies a mild reversal. Admittedly, moving in with Muriel was more than a mild reversal.

      “A crying shame.” I glanced at my watch and gasped. “Mother, I must hang up.” Time had snuck past me. “I’ll be late to bridge.”

      “This afternoon, you’re playing at the club?”

      “I am.”

      “Do me a favor?” Her voice took on an unfamiliar softness.

      “What?”

      “Don’t walk to your car alone.”

      “Promise.”

      Twenty minutes later, I slid into the seat across from Jill Dunlop. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

      Jill Dunlop smiled sweetly. “You’re right on time. We’re early.” Her gaze traveled from Kit Sutton to Sarah Sparks to me. “Thank you for subbing.”

      “My pleasure.”

      “You haven’t played with me yet. My partners tell me I’m too conservative.”

      Kit Sutton, who’d been shuffling, fanned the deck. “We appreciate you subbing, Ellison. We know how busy you’ve been.” She drew the eight of diamonds and patted my arm. “Paul and I had a marvelous time at your gala.”

      “I’m so glad.” I drew the queen of clubs.

      Kit’s partner, Sarah Sparks, drew the nine of hearts.

      Jill drew the ace of diamonds. “My deal.”

      I made the second deck while Jill dealt.

      Sarah dug in her handbag and pulled out a Virginia Slims pack. “You’ve had an eventful week.”

      The cards sliding smoothly from Jill’s fingers stuttered.

      “Yes.”

      Sarah tapped a cigarette from the pack, flicked a lighter, and lit up. “Was it awful?”“Yes.”

      “Can we talk about something else?” asked Jill.

      Sarah inhaled deeply. “I can’t imagine who’d want to hurt Bobbi.”

      Jill’s hands stilled.

      “Such a tragedy,” said Kit.

      Jill resumed dealing, but the last card landed in Sarah’s stack. “Count your cards.”

      “Thirteen,” said Kit.

      I quickly counted. “Thirteen.”

      Sarah tallied then fanned her cards. “Pick a low one.”

      Jill selected her thirteenth card and arranged her hand.

      I counted points. Fourteen.

      Kit shifted cards in her hand. “Ted’s lucky he has an alibi.”

      Sarah looked up from her cards. “Oh?”

      “Bobbi was cheating on him.”

      “She was not cheating. They had an open marriage.” Jill’s hand flew to her mouth as if hiding her lips might erase the bombshell she’d dropped on the table.

      Sarah choked on the smoke in her lungs.

      Kit sat back in her chair. “Where did you hear that?”

      Jill shook her head. “One spade.”

      “Pass,” Kit muttered. “I mean it, Jill. You can’t just drop that on us. How do you know?”

      I glanced at my cards. “Four spades.”

      Jill rapped her cards shut on the edge of the table. “Bobbi told me.”

      “Pass,” said Sarah. “Seriously? Was she seeing someone in particular?”

      A flush rose from Jill’s neck to her cheeks. “She never told me. Pass.”

      Jill was lying, I was certain of it.

      Kit passed and played the ace of hearts.

      I laid the dummy hand on the table. “How open? Did they attend key parties?”

      Jill paled. “Key parties? Of course not.”

      “Have you heard something?” Kit appraised me with a level and curious stare.

      “No, but one hears about key parties.”

      “There’s a difference between an open marriage and swinging.” Jill scowled and pulled a low heart from the board.

      Sarah played the three of hearts. “Ellison, you should sub more often.”

      Jill’s hand hovered over the trick she’d won. “Bobbi is dead, and we’re gossiping about her. We are awful people.”

      Jill was right. It was shameful. But similar conversations were happening at bridge tables throughout the city—or the parts of the city that made up our circle. I had a reason to gossip—Gordon. Had he lied about the key party? Was he Bobbi’s lover? Had he killed her? And what about Phyllis? Was her sale of the company enough to make Aunt Sis’s boyfriend homicidal? Also, if I learned anything interesting, I’d tell Anarchy.

      We played till five, when Sarah said, “We usually have cocktails. Will you please join us?”

      “I’d love to, but my aunt is staying with me. I ought to go home.”

      “Another time?” A triumphant gleam lit Sarah’s eyes. She and Kit had beaten Jill and me badly. Neither of us played well—my brain was stuffed too full of questions, and Jill seemed genuinely upset we’d talked about Bobbi.

      “Of course. Call me anytime.” I gathered my purse and my jacket and stopped at the dining room where a few of the older members were already sitting down for an early meal. “Vincent,” I said to the nearest waiter. “Is there someone who can walk me to my car?”

      “I’ll find someone, Mrs. Russell.”

      A nervous busboy escorted me to the car without incident.
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      Aggie made quiche for dinner, but only Grace and I were there to eat it. Aunt Sis called at the last moment and said she’d dine with Gordon. When she said his name, her voice softened. Aunt Sis was in love.

      After dinner, Grace, Max, and I sat in the family room. Grace turned on Tony Orlando and Dawn, Max settled onto his dog bed, and I picked up the Agatha Christie I was supposed to read for book club.

      “I wonder whose dog destroyed the annuals,” Grace mused.

      “Grrr.” That dog better not come back.

      “Everything’s been replaced. At least the neighbors realize Max is innocent.” Despite a few post-tackle aches, more than one shudder-inducing memory, and the need for a new couch, I’d had worse nights.

      Max sighed and grumbled. If only I’d let him out, last night’s flowerbed debacle might have been avoided.

      I looked up from my book. Tony Orlando wore a white suit, a black bowtie, and a mustache bushy enough to hide small animals. The two women—Dawn—wore white gowns and silver ponchos. The ponchos glittered brighter than a mirror ball, and marabou feathers edged the hems. “I miss Sonny and Cher.”

      Grace, who idly flipped through a copy of Vogue with a surprisingly matronly-looking Rene Russo on the cover (the headlines promised fashion, beauty, and health—no surprise), glanced at the television. “Sonny has a better mustache.”

      “I never thought about that.”

      “And Cher’s clothes were cooler.” Having passed judgment, she turned a page in her magazine.

      I yawned. “Would you mind if I head upstairs? I’m exhausted.”

      “Course not. See you in the morning.”

      I slipped a bookmark in the Agatha Christie, hauled myself off the couch, and dropped a kiss on the top of Grace’s head. “Please let Max out before you go to bed.”

      “Sure thing, Mom.”

      I climbed the stairs and slipped between the covers.

      Grrr.

      I glanced at the clock—a few minutes after midnight. I’d been asleep for hours.

      Grrr. Max propped himself on the windowsill and his growl deepened.

      “Seriously? Again?” I threw off the covers and joined him at the window.

      The Labrador had returned and he dug with enthusiasm.

      “Stay here.”

      Max glanced at me. Are you kidding? Remember last night?

      I pulled on a robe and jammed my feet into slippers. “I’ll take a biscuit.”

      Max’s amber gaze narrowed. One of my biscuits?

      Ignoring Max’s betrayed expression, I slipped into the hallway and closed the bedroom door behind me.

      Woof.

      I hurried downstairs to the kitchen and put three dog biscuits in my pocket. An idea struck me, and I cut a sliver of Aggie’s quiche before I grabbed Max’s leash.

      Outside, the night was soft as indigo velvet, and I paused and breathed in a lungful of mild air before walking down the driveway.

      The Labrador pranced when he saw me. Last night was fun. Were we playing again?

      “Hi, there,” I cooed. “I have a treat for you.”

      The Labrador wagged its tail and focused on the quiche on my palm.

      “Aggie made it. It’s delicious. There’s bacon.”

      The tail wagged faster.

      I ignored the appalled weight of Max’s stare from my bedroom window and stepped closer to the dog.

      The Labrador, whose paws were covered with soil and bits of pansy, whined softly.

      “Bacon,” I repeated. “Yummy bacon. And eggs. And cheese.”

      The Labrador inched closer.

      I held out my right hand. I’d grab his collar with my left.

      Woof! Woof! Woof!

      I glanced quickly over my shoulder. Max was highly displeased. His forgiveness would cost me. Groveling. Bacon. Extended belly rubs.

      The Lab danced back a step.

      Woof! Woof! Woof!

      “Shush, Max.” Not that he could hear me. “I just want to read your tags,” I told the trespasser.

      Grrr.

      Woof! Woof! Woof!

      My head exploded with pain and I pitched forward. My cheek pressed into the fresh-dug earth, and my brain struggled to make sense of what had happened.

      Grrr. The lab bared its teeth.

      I touched the back of my head, and my hand came away wet.

      Someone had hit me. Worse, that someone tugged at my robe’s belt.

      Woof! Woof! Woof!

      I pushed onto my elbows, but a wave of dizziness made moving impossible.

      The belt came free from my robe.

      Woof! Woof! Woof! Max’s barking was frenzied. If he’d be quiet, even for a second, I could figure out what to do.

      The silk sash whispered over my head and tightened around my neck.

      In Dial M for Murder, Grace Kelly stabbed her attacker with handy scissors. I didn’t have handy scissors. I had a pocketful of dog biscuits.

      I couldn’t stab my attacker with a Milkbone.

      Also, being choked hurt.

      My fingers clawed at the violent constriction around my throat, and the pressure on the sash increased.

      Panic bounced in its seat and waved its hand wildly in the air. I wouldn’t panic. I couldn’t. I refused to die in the dirt surrounded by shredded pansies and the first delicate shoots of my hostas. My fingers clawed harder.

      Grrr. The Lab’s white teeth gleamed in the darkness.

      I couldn’t breathe. My fingers found no purchase on the sash. Pinpricks of light danced around my vision’s edge.

      Grrr.

      Grace.

      I couldn’t die. Grace couldn’t lose both her parents.

      Woof! Woof! Woof!

      Grrr. The Labrador launched itself at whoever held the sash, and the pressure on my throat eased.

      I slipped my fingers between the sash and my neck and gasped the night air.

      One end of the sash floated to the earth, and I crawled toward the street.

      Behind me, a man grunted, and a dog yelped.

      I crawled away from my attacker, but the world spun at a crazy angle and my arms and legs gave out.

      “Mom!”

      No! Grace shouldn’t come outside. The killer was outside. He might hurt her.

      Woof! Woof! Woof! Max’s barks were incredibly loud. Grace had freed him from his bedroom prison. Woof! Woof! Woof! Each bark lanced my brain, but I didn’t care. Max wouldn’t let anyone hurt Grace.

      I didn’t move. I couldn’t.

      Mulch dug into my cheek, and the smell of earth filled my nose.

      I didn’t move.

      “Ellison! Can you hear me?” Aunt Sis was here. Grace wasn’t alone.

      I didn’t move.

      “Mom!” Grace shook my shoulder. Hard. “Mom!”

      I didn’t move.

      “Mom!” Her voice rose to a shriek.

      Every maternal instinct I possessed told me to reassure her, but my throat was raw, and the words I needed hid behind a dizzy haze.

      Grace collapsed onto the grass next to me and cried. Sobbed.

      With the last of my strength, I moved. My hand sought hers.

      She grabbed my fingers and squeezed. “Help is on the way. Aunt Sis called the police. Don’t die!”

      I’d do my best not to.

      A distant siren pierced my brain, sharp as an icepick and twice as painful.

      A car screeched to a stop, and footsteps pounding on pavement assaulted my head.

      Gentle hands gathered me into strong arms. “Ellison?”

      Anarchy.

      I should tell him I was okay, but I lacked the strength to open my eyes or lips. Instead I let his warmth soak through my robe and into my skin.

      Anarchy would take care of Grace. He’d keep her safe. I let the world fade to black.
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      “When will she wake up?” Mother’s tone was filled to the brim with impatience.

      I considered sleeping for another twelve hours.

      “The doctors don’t know.” Grace’s voice was thick with tears.

      For Grace’s sake, I forced open my eyelids.

      “Mom!” She launched herself at the bed and covered me in a half-hug.

      I swallowed a groan.

      She pulled away. “Did I hurt you?”

      “No, honey. Where am I?”

      “The hospital.” Grace’s eyes were swollen, and her nose resembled a cherry tomato. Some women could cry beautifully. I’d seen those women in Fellini films with their pale skin and crystalline tears. None of those women belonged to my family. We were ugly criers. I suspected that was why Mother seldom shed a tear.

      I reached for Grace’s hand and attempted a smile.

      “You gave us a terrible fright,” said Mother.

      I’d apologize when my throat didn’t feel like a petri dish filled with broken glass.

      “What did you do?” she demanded.

      What did I do? Nothing. Rather than argue, I shook my head. A tiny shake, but the small movement sloshed my brain in my skull, and I winced. Who knew headaches could hurt this bad? “Did they catch—”

      “Whoever assaulted you disappeared before the police arrived.” Mother’s frown conveyed her low opinion of the police department’s slow response times. “Whatever possessed you to wander the neighborhood in your nightclothes?”

      “The dog.” The Labrador. There was something about the Labrador. I searched the corridors of my mind, but the dog eluded me. Also, searching was exhausting. I closed my eyes and slept.

      When I opened my eyes, Mother and Grace were gone, and the light from the window had faded to lavender.

      “You’re awake.”

      I turned my head toward the voice, and a tightness on my chest loosened.

      Anarchy brushed a strand of hair away from my face and smiled. “You had me worried.” Unlike Mother, he didn’t sound accusatory.

      Under normal circumstances I could gaze at Anarchy’s smile for hours. Circumstances weren’t normal. “Water?” My throat was on fire.

      “Sure.” Anarchy wrapped an arm around my back and helped me sit before offering me a mauve plastic cup with a bendy straw.

      I took the cup and sipped greedily. Water never tasted so good. Only when I’d drained the last drop did I really look at him. Worry creased his forehead, and dark moons hung beneath his eyes as if he hadn’t slept. Anger, concern, determination—they all flickered across his features.

      “Thank you.” My voice was raw. “For the water.” For gathering me in your arms, for tolerating my crazy life, and for being here now.

      “Do you want more?”

      It hurt to swallow. My fingers rose to my throat and I shook my head.

      He scowled at my throat. “Lots of bruising, but the doctors promise you’ll be fine.”

      “Where’s Grace?”

      “Your mother took her home.”

      My heartrate spiked and a monitor next to the bed beeped like crazy. “Is Aggie there? Or Aunt Sis? Is she alone?”

      “Your mother’s home.”

      I slumped.

      “Let me adjust the bed for you.” Anarchy pushed a button, and the head of the bed angled until I could lean back comfortably.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. Fluff your pillows?”

      “They’re fine.”

      “What happened?”

      I told him.

      Anarchy frowned. “You didn’t see his face?”

      “No. Not even his shoes.” I’d been too desperate to slip my fingers under the improvised noose to notice details. “It’s possible the dog bit him.”

      “Max?”

      “The Labrador. The reason I went outside.” I strained for details—anything that might help catch the assailant. “Did Grace or Aunt Sis see anything?”

      “Grace saw a figure. By the time she got outside, he was gone.”

      Thank God for that.

      “Aunt Sis?”

      “Her bedroom looks out on the backyard. She didn’t see anything, and if she did, I doubt it would be reliable.” Anarchy settled into the chair next to the bed. “Grace pounded on her door to wake her.”

      I’d heard Max’s barks across a large yard and through a closed window. “Was she drunk?” That didn’t sound like Aunt Sis.

      “She was—” Anarchy searched for a word “—loopy.”

      Loopy? Did he mean stoned?

      Oh, dear Lord. What had she taken? A question I didn’t care to explore with my rule-following police detective. Especially when my brain was muzzy with fatigue, and the drugs the doctors had prescribed for my headache weren’t working. “Who would do this?”

      Anarchy scowled. “You asked someone the wrong—the right—question.” His expression darkened from charcoal grey to deepest black. “Getting you involved in this investigation was a mistake.”

      “Or maybe not. Maybe the killer is targeting women from my set.”

      A pretty nurse—dewy skin, bouncy hair, bright eyes, no bruises—peeked her head in my room. “You’re awake.” How she could tell with her gaze locked on Anarchy was a mystery for another day. “I’ll be back with your pills.”

      She returned in less than a minute carrying a tray with a tiny plastic cup holding two pills and a fresh pink plastic cup filled with water. Her white-clad hips swayed as she walked, and her smile was not meant for her patient.

      I dutifully swallowed the pills—ouch—drank the water and settled into my pillows.

      When I opened my eyes, night pressed against the window, and I was alone.

      I pressed the call button, and a nurse (not the flirty one who drugged me) appeared with this-patient’s-mother-is-on-the-board alacrity. “How are we feeling?”

      We were parched. “May I please have some water?”

      “Of course. May I get you anything else?”

      “Am I hooked to anything that won’t move?”

      She raised her brows.

      “A visit to the powder room?”

      She smiled and unhooked a cord from a monitor. “I’ll help you get up.”

      “I’m fine.” I wasn’t fine. My head hurt. My body ached. And someone had nearly murdered me. I sat, swung my legs over the side of the bed, and nearly fainted from dizziness.

      “Let me help.” She wrapped an arm around my back, and we shuffled to the bathroom.

      The nurse made sure I had a tight hold on the bar next to the toilet and left me.

      When I looked in the mirror, I stumbled. The reflection revealed a milk-pale woman with a circle of bruises around her neck. The bruises were ugly. Ultramarine violet and black, they told me how close I’d come to dying.

      With shaking fingers, I touched my neck.

      “Are you doing okay, Mrs. Russell?”

      “Fine,” I lied.

      Someone had a wrapped a strip of silk around my neck and pulled till I couldn’t breathe.

      Emotion overwhelmed me, and I clutched the sink.

      Horror. Terror. Fury. They fanned in front of me. Pick a card. Any card.

      Horror—the necklace of bruises.

      Terror—the phantom pull of a sash cutting off air to my lungs.

      Fury—fury was good.

      Fury did things. Strong things.

      Fury caught killers.

      Fury did not crawl into bed and weep.

      I picked fury.

      Tap, tap. “Mrs. Russell?”

      “Coming.” I emerged from the bathroom. “Is there anything to eat? Maybe some broth?”

      The nurse smiled brightly. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “Thank you.” Fury was ravenous.

      The next time I opened my eyes, sunlight brightened the room, and Aunt Sis sat next to the hospital bed. She held a copy of LeCarré’s Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy and wore reading glasses.

      “What time is it?” I croaked.

      She glanced at her watch. “Nine o’clock.”

      “Coffee?”

      She grinned. “I’ll get you some. Cream?”

      “Please.”

      While she was gone, I took stock. My headache was better. My throat was still raw, but the glass shards’ sharp edges had softened. Fury warmed me all the way to my toes.

      Aunt Sis returned bearing a cup of hospital coffee.

      I sipped slowly, unsure how hot would feel on my ravaged throat. Not great. Nor was hospital coffee worth the pain. “When can I get out of here?” Fury and I had things to do.

      “The doctors want to talk to you.”

      “Is that all?” I’d tell them to let me go. “Where’s Grace?”

      “Frances sent her to school.”

      “Where’s Mother?”

      “Having an alarm installed in your house.”

      Without consulting me? “Seriously?”

      Aunt Sis nodded, took a sip of her own coffee, and grimaced. “She’s convinced there’s a deranged killer roaming the streets and says you need an alarm system. Max isn’t good enough.”

      “What do you think?”

      “About the deranged killer or the alarm system? The alarm system is a good idea.”

      “And the deranged killer?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I didn’t either. Almost anyone could have knocked me down and wrapped the sash around my throat.

      “What time did you and Gordon get home that night?”

      Aunt Sis’s brows rose. “Why do you ask?”

      “Did you see anything suspicious?”

      “No,” she replied. “Nothing.”

      Had Gordon lingered and choked me? I rubbed my temples. Gordon had no reason to kill me. Not one.

      “Knock, knock.”

      We turned our heads to Libba. She stood in the doorway holding a pot of pansies and smiled at someone in the hallway. A you’re-handsome-and-I’m-single smile.

      “Who’s in the hallway?” I whispered to Aunt Sis.

      “A police guard,” she replied.

      “A guard?”

      “Your father and Anarchy arranged it.”

      Comforting or alarming?

      Both. Comforting that a man with a gun sat outside my door, alarming that the men in my life thought I needed a guard.

      In the hallway, Libba upped the wattage of her smile.

      “I can’t believe she brought pansies.” With their sun-seeking colorful faces, they’d always been a favorite. Not anymore.

      My hospital room was already filled with spring blooms—lilies of the valley, hyacinths, lilacs, and daffodils. Their sweet scents masked the hospital’s antiseptic air.

      With a final lingering smile at the guard, Libba stepped into my room and made a place for the pansies on the windowsill.

      I nodded to the hallway. “What happened to Jimmy?”

      “Nothing.” Her smile went from get-better-soon to naughty. “I bet that man has a big gun.”

      “I thought Jimmy was good with a hose.”

      Aunt Sis’s eyes widened.

      “Jimmy is a fireman,” I explained.

      “And Ellison is right.” Libba’s naughty smile turned lascivious. “He’s excellent with a hose.”

      “Hose handling is so important,” mused Aunt Sis.

      “Enough.” No double entendres with the aunt who’d ruined my couch.

      “You started it,” said Libba.

      Had I?

      “You don’t need a fireman, Sis. From what I hear, Gordon knows his way around—”

      “Libba!” I’d already seen my aunt having sex, I didn’t need to discuss it too.

      Libba chuckled. “Glad to see you’re feeling better. You had us scared.” She took my fingers in her hand and squeezed.

      “Thank you. And thank you for the pansies.” I glanced at the pot of pansies as purple as the bruises ringing my neck. “They’re lovely.”

      “Have the doctors given you a clean bill of health?” Worry clung to her voice.

      “They will.” My gaze wandered back to my aunt. “What happened to the lab?”

      “The lab?”

      “I heard him yelp after he attacked the man choking me.”

      “Max chased him away.”

      “Has he been back?”

      “How would I know?”

      “Are my pansies still in the ground?”

      “Oh. Yes. They’re there.” She glanced at her watch and shifted in her chair.

      “Late for something?”

      Aunt Sis flushed. “I’m meeting Gordon for coffee on the Plaza.”

      “About Gordon—” How did I ask if her new love was a killer?

      “What about him?”

      “How serious are you?”

      Aunt Sis’s answering smile lit her whole face.

      “I see. Should I be watching your left hand?”

      Her smile widened. “It’s early days, Ellison.” She kissed my cheek, promised to return later, and left me with Libba.

      “How do you do it?” Libba settled into the naugahyde chair next to the bed.

      “Do what?”

      “Attract killers.”

      “If I knew, I’d stop.”

      “I saw Frances when I stopped by yesterday. She’s on the warpath.”

      “I worried her.”

      “You scared her half to death. You’re the daughter she depends on.”

      “Marjorie’s her favorite.”

      “Wrong. Have you seen Anarchy?”

      “Last night.”

      “When I saw him, he looked as if he might shoot anyone who glanced at you funny.”

      “I doubt that.” Anarchy was a big believer in law and order. Shooting people for no reason didn’t mesh with his belief system.

      “Believe it, sister.” Libba leaned closer to me. “He’s in love with you.”

      I didn’t respond.

      She leaned back against the naugahyde and smirked at me. “And you’re in love with him.”

      “You make it sound easy.”

      “Because it is.”

      “No. It’s not. You once told me he was hiding something. You were right.”

      Libba scrunched her face. “How bad could it be?”

      “I won’t know till he tells me.”

      “This is Anarchy Jones we’re talking about. His deepest secret is probably a bench warrant for an unpaid parking ticket. You, my dear, are looking for excuses.”

      “Henry’s been gone less than a year.”

      “Excuse.”

      “There’s Grace to consider.”

      “Now you’re clutching at straws. Grace wants you to be happy. You—” she pointed an accusing finger at me “—are afraid.”

      “Of course I’m afraid. Have you forgotten how my marriage ended?”

      “Anarchy and Henry are nothing alike.”

      “I know that,” I snapped.

      “So what’s the problem?”

      I didn’t know how to explain, so I crossed my arms and shook my head.

      “Have you talked to Anarchy about this?”

      “Not in so many words.”

      “How many words?”

      None. “You should mind your own business.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “I mean it.”

      “Fine. But only because you’re not up to snuff. We’re not done talking about this. I hear you’re reading at Phyllis’s funeral.”

      I’d completely forgotten. My hand rose to my throat. “Isn’t that today? Stan will have to find someone else.”

      “Postponed.”

      “Who postpones a funeral?”

      “One of Phyllis’s relatives couldn’t get here in time. You’re still on the hook for walking through the valley of death.”

      I scowled at my best friend and imagined a filled-to-capacity church staring at the ring of bruises on my neck. “Would you swing by Swanson’s and pick up a scarf I can wear with a navy dress?”

      “Delighted.” Libba never passed up shopping. “Does Anarchy have any leads?”

      “I don’t think so. He’s worried I asked someone the wrong question.”

      “What question?”

      “No idea.”

      “Did you ask Stan who wanted Phyllis dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “And what did he say?”

      “He sent me to Joan.”

      “Did you ask Ted who wanted Bobbi dead?”

      I nodded and gestured Libba closer. “Joan told me Bobbi was pregnant with Gordon’s baby.”

      “Wait—” Libba held up a hand “—Gordon’s baby? Aunt Sis’s Gordon?”

      “That’s what she said. But if Gordon is telling the truth, then Joan is lying.”

      “Why would she lie?”

      “Have you noticed how big her hands are?”

      Libba’s mouth twitched. “That’s not something I usually notice. You don’t think Joan—”

      “Women commit murder.”

      “But strangling? That strikes me as a masculine crime. Who else is a suspect?”

      “Gordon.”

      “I see why you like Joan for it. Sis is crazy about him.”

      “I know.” The knowledge made my stomach ache.

      “Over the moon.”

      “I know.”

      “Stars in her eyes. You’re my one and only—”

      “I know!”

      “So find another suspect.”

      “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “Of course it does. Who has the most to gain from Phyllis’s death?”

      “Joan.”

      “What about Bobbi? Who gained from her death?”

      “Ted. But Ted has an alibi.”

      Libba rubbed her chin. “What do you, Phyllis, and Bobbi have in common?”

      “Me?”

      “Do you think there are multiple stranglers?”

      “Fair point. We’re near the same age.”

      “You’re younger.”

      “Same country club.”

      Libba nodded. “Same power imbalances in your marriages.”

      I stared at her. “What?”

      “You made more money than Henry. Phyllis made more money than Stan. Bobbi inherited more money than Ted ever dreamed of making.”

      “Henry’s dead.”

      “If you’re going to shoot holes in every theory—”

      “Ellison.” Mother stood in the doorway. “How are you feeling?”

      Libba rose from her chair. “Good morning, Mrs. Walford.”

      “Good morning.” Mother glanced over her shoulder. “I brought Dr. Holland.”

      A balding man with a stethoscope hung round his neck stepped into my room.

      Libba kissed the air next to my cheek. “We’ll talk soon.” Her tone turned the promise into a threat.

      When Libba stepped out of my room, Dr. Holland poked and prodded. He shined a light in my eyes. He made me stick out my tongue and shined the light down my throat. “How are you feeling?”

      “Better. I’m ready to go home.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” said Mother.

      I suspected the direction of her argument—nowhere good. “I’m going home.”

      “You’re coming to my house.”

      “For how long?” Aggie could make drizzle icing with the amount of sugar I put in my voice.

      “Till the killer is caught.”

      “And if he’s never caught? I won’t be at my house alone. Aggie will be there. And Max. And Grace and Aunt Sis.”

      Mother sniffed. “Dr. Holland may not release you.”

      “How’s your head?” asked Dr. Holland.

      “Nothing aspirin can’t handle.”

      He made a note. “Then we should send you home.”

      Mother scowled. “You cannot go home without protection, and the alarm system won’t be installed till next week.”

      “I’ll ask Anarchy.”

      Her scowl deepened.

      “Ask me what?” Anarchy stood in the doorway wearing an amused expression.

      “Mother thinks I need protection.”

      He rubbed his chin. “It’s not a bad idea.”

      “See?” Mother gifted Anarchy a rare smile.

      “Should I move back into the carriage house?”

      I glanced at Mother. Her smile had crumbled to dust, and her jaw hung near her waistline.

      “Don’t be silly,” I told him. “I have a spare bedroom.”
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      Friends filled my house with flowers and casseroles and books. Per Mother’s training, I kept a running list of who brought what so I could write thank-you notes. I was already woefully behind. I owed missives to the gala committee members and the major donors, but sitting at a desk and writing seemed an impossible task.

      I closed the front door on Jinx (call me if you need anything and don’t you dare send me a note, just enjoy the ice cream) and covered my eyes with the heels of my hands.

      “Go put your feet up,” said Aggie, who’d emerged from the living room carrying a tray filled with dirty coffee cups and wine glasses.

      I was too tired to lift my feet. “I’m going to bed.”

      “That’s a better idea. I’ll wash these, then bring you supper.”

      Using the rail, I hauled myself up the first steps to the second floor. “Thank you.”

      Ding dong.

      I stopped. “Aggie?”

      “I’ll get it.” She deposited the tray on the bombé chest. “You go on.”

      Hidden by the door, I waited to hear who’d come to my door.

      “Is Ellison home?” a man asked.

      “She’s resting.”

      “I was hoping to talk to her.”

      Aggie glanced my way.

      Who is it? I mouthed.

      She answered with a tiny shrug.

      Curiosity. Cat. I descended the stairs.

      Aggie opened the door wider, and I spotted Stan. He held a plant and wore rumpled khakis, a cotton sweater, and loafers. A uniform of sorts. But Stan looked frayed—one good tug on a thread and he’d unravel.

      Stan spotted me and held out the plant, a Swedish ivy.

      Too late to retreat now. I descended the stairs. “Please—” I cleared my throat “—come in.”

      Aggie stepped aside, and Stan stepped into my home.

      He thrust the ivy into my arms.

      “Thank you.” I handed the plant to Aggie. “May I offer you a drink?”

      “If you’re not too tired.”

      “Of course not,” I lied. “Let’s sit in the living room.”

      Stan, who smelled of stale liquor (another loose thread), followed me into the living room where a coffee service still sat on the coffee table and ice melted in an ice bucket on the bar cart. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “That makes two of us. What are you drinking?”

      “Scotch. Neat. Thank you.”

      I poured two fingers of scotch into an old-fashioned glass for Stan and fixed myself a club soda (pain pills and alcohol didn’t mix). “How are you getting along?” I took Stan his drink. “I heard you postponed the funeral.”

      “I should have called you. The funeral is on Monday. I hope that’s not a problem. Phyllis’s parents were vacationing in New Zealand.”

      “No. No problem. You’re sure there’s no one you’d rather ask?” I touched my scarf-covered neck. “I’d hate for what happened to me to distract from Phyllis’s service.”

      “It won’t.”

      Stan was wrong. Unwanted questions from the morbidly curious loomed in my future. As did invasive stares and ugly whispers—what did she do to deserve this? I forced a smile.

      Stan took a large sip of whisky. “How’s the investigation going?”

      “Which one?”

      He blinked. “There’s more than one? Aren’t the murders and the attack on you related?”

      Two women strangled to death, and another—I touched my neck—who wore a necklace of near-death bruises. Yes, there was a connection. But I wasn’t about to tip Anarchy’s hand. “You’d have to ask Detective Jones.”

      Stan drained his glass then stared at it as if the contents had magically disappeared.

      “Another?” I pushed out of the wingback chair and poured Stan a second drink.

      He took the fresh glass from my hand.

      I pretended not to notice his shaking fingers.

      “I’ve heard whispers,” he said.

      “Whispers?”

      He nodded. And drank. Then he placed his glass on the coffee table, rested his elbows on his knees, and sank his head into his hands.

      “Stan?”

      “People say I hired someone to hurt Phyllis.” He raised his head and stared at me with doleful eyes. “I’d never do that.”

      I believed him. When Henry died, there were whispers—outright accusations (another reason to despise Prudence)—that I killed him.

      Stan reclaimed his scotch. “We had our problems, but I would never—” He drank.

      “What was Phyllis’s relationship with Gordon Thayer?”

      “Gordon? He gave her the start-up money for her business.” Bitterness twisted his words into something dark.

      “For a stake in her company?”

      “He didn’t expect her to succeed.” The sneer in Stan’s voice matched the expression on his face.

      “Then why—” A light dawned. Stan believed Gordon gave Phyllis the money because they’d been having an affair. “I’m sorry.”

      “We’d worked things out,” he insisted. “Moved past that.” Not far past. Not if his narrowed eyes and the way his lips pulled back from his teeth indicated his feelings. “Why are you asking about Gordon? Do you think he killed Phyllis?”

      “He had no motive.”

      “He wasn’t happy when Phyllis broke things off.”

      “When was that?”

      “Two years ago.” Stan sat straighter. “Maybe Gordon was upset she was selling the company.”

      Gordon had more money than God. I doubted he cared. “I hear the sale is off.”

      Stan nodded. “Joan never wanted to sell. With Phyllis gone, she’ll hire a new designer and continue.”

      “You’re okay with that?”

      “Why not? Left to her own devices, Phyllis created pretty fabric without commercial appeal. Joan told Phyllis what sold and what languished on the shelves. Joan never got the credit she deserved.”

      He’d dismissed his wife’s talent and business acumen and given Joan a motive for murder with a handful of words.

      “Was there—” I glanced at Stan’s empty glass “—anyone after Gordon?”

      A dull flush darkened Stan’s cheeks and he held up his glass. “Do you mind if I fix myself another?”

      “Please.” A good hostess would rise and pour whisky, but fatigue and the first tendrils of a terrible headache kept me in my chair.

      Scotch splashed into Stan’s glass and he spoke to the painting above the bar cart. “I had suspicions.”

      I stared at his back and waited.

      A single ice cube splashed into his whisky.

      “Jerry Sopkin.”

      “Who?”

      Stan turned to face me and downed half a glass of scotch in one sip. “The man buying her company.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Stan poured more scotch down his throat. “Life used to be easier. Women stayed home and raised families. They didn’t fiddle with business or pretend they were smarter than their husbands.”

      That was quite the window into Stan’s psyche.

      “But look who I’m talking to.”

      Fury, who’d been napping peacefully, opened an eye. “What do you mean?”

      “Painting destroyed your marriage.”

      Fury threw off the covers.

      “At least you didn’t sleep your way to the top. That I know of.”

      Stan had lost his wife and downed a quarter-bottle of scotch in twenty minutes. I locked fury behind sealed lips. Barely. Did he really believe a woman’s success hinged on her sexuality? “Stan, I know you’re reeling from the loss, but—”

      “It’s the worst thing that ever happened to me.”

      Being strangled hadn’t worked out well for Phyllis either.

      “Now that she’s gone—” he wiped his nose with the back of his hand “—we can’t fix anything.”

      Would Phyllis have invested energy in saving a marriage with a man who thought so little of her? Doubtful.

      Ding dong.

      Stan glanced toward the front hall. “I should get going.”

      I wasn’t about to stop him. Using my forearms for leverage, I rose from the chair. “Thank you for stopping by and for the plant.”

      Together we walked to the foyer where Aggie held the door open for Anarchy.

      Stan stumbled and grabbed my elbow.

      We both fell—an unholy mix of arms and legs and scotch-scented breath. The man smelled worse than a rotgut distillery. Not just his breath, but also his pores.

      Anarchy side-stepped Stan and helped me off the floor. “You okay?”

      “Fine.” The new bruises would blend with the old ones. “Stan, are you hurt?”

      “I tripped on your rug.” He made it sound as if the rug played an active role.

      “I’m so sorry. Are you okay?”

      He flicked his fingers at me. “Give me a minute.”

      Anarchy stiffened.

      If Stan couldn’t walk, he couldn’t drive. “May I call you a cab?”

      “What?” He peered at me with narrowed eyes. “Why?”

      Because he still sat on the floor like a fractious toddler.

      “You’ve had too much to drink,” said Anarchy. “You shouldn’t drive.”

      Stan thrust his chin. “I’m fine.”

      Obviously not.

      “Ellison will call you a cab, or I’ll drive you home.”

      Stan shifted to his hands and knees. He lingered in that unflattering position for long seconds before pushing himself to standing. “I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Please, Stan, let me call you a cab. You’ve had a wretched week. You don’t need a car accident, too.”

      Stan burped, and the scent of scotch nearly knocked me back to the floor.

      I stepped away, and Stan scowled at me as if I’d affronted him.

      Meanwhile, Anarchy scowled at Stan.

      Aggie cleared her throat. “I’m happy to call a taxi.”

      “No cab,” Stan snapped.

      Anarchy shifted his gaze to me, and the fierce expression on his face gentled as if he saw past my brave face. “You’re exhausted. I’ll get Goddard home. Aggie, please help Ellison upstairs?”

      I wanted to object, to argue. Stan was in my house. Getting him home was my problem. But letting Anarchy take charge was too tempting. And he was right; even my toes ached with fatigue. I nodded, and with Aggie at my elbow, trudged up the stairs.

      She opened my bedroom door and tsked.

      “What?”

      “You’re struggling to put one foot in front of the other. I should have sent that man away.”

      “He just lost his wife.”

      “When I lost my Al, I grieved. I didn’t drink myself stupid.”

      I didn’t have the energy to argue that different people grieved differently. Instead, I pulled off my clothes, fell into bed, and didn’t open my eyes till a familiar growl awakened me.

      For five seconds, I stared at the ceiling and pretended I’d misheard.

      Grrr.

      I turned my head.

      Max’s paws pressed against the windowsill, and his nose pressed against the glass.

      Again? With a sigh, I pushed off the covers.

      Woof! Let’s go.

      I pulled on a robe and slippers. “You stay here.”

      Max’s eyes narrowed.

      “Sorry, buddy.” I slipped into the hallway and knocked on Anarchy’s door. “The dog is back.”

      “Hold on.”

      I waited with my forehead resting against the wall until his door opened.

      Anarchy with sleep-mussed hair, blue jeans, and a half-buttoned shirt was a revelation. My mouth went dry.

      He led me down the back stairs to the kitchen where he grabbed Max’s leash and a fistful of dog biscuits. “You stay inside.”

      I opened my mouth to argue.

      “Please.”

      “Fine.” My late-night dog-catching sorties had ended in disaster. I’d stay inside, but I’d watch for threats.

      Anarchy stepped out the front door and walked the length of the drive.

      I searched the shadows for a strangler.

      “Hi, there,” said Anarchy.

      The dog stopped digging.

      “Treat?”

      The dog raised its head.

      “Come.”

      Incredibly, the dog trotted over to Anarchy, sat, and stared at him with an I’m-in-love tilt to its head. The dog was female. No question.

      Anarchy gave her a biscuit and hooked Max’s leash on her collar.

      Upstairs, locked in my bedroom, Max barked his outrage.

      Anarchy led the Labrador to the house. “No tags.”

      No tags meant no way to call the dog’s owner. “What do we do with her?”

      “How do you know it’s a female?

      Because the dog looked at him with unabashed adoration.

      “Just a guess. I suppose we can put her in the laundry room overnight. I’ll call the area vets in the morning.” I held out my hand to the dog, but she had eyes only for Anarchy.

      He held out his hand, and she licked his fingers. “Ellison will find out who’s letting you roam.”

      The dog’s tail wagged like a tightly wound metronome.

      Upstairs, Max howled.

      Anarchy chuckled. “If you want to soothe Max’s feelings, I’ll take care of this young lady.”

      The dog grinned her approval.

      Max met me at the bedroom door. Grrr. Who’s in my house?

      “The Labrador. She’s pretty.”

      Grrr. Pretty is as pretty does.

      “She’ll go home tomorrow.”

      Grrr. She’d better. Max turned his back on me and returned to his bed, but I could feel his irate stare as I drifted to sleep.

      The next morning I stumbled downstairs to an empty kitchen.

      Mercifully, Mr. Coffee’s pot was full. He greeted me with a cheeky smile, and I poured my first cup. “Where is everyone?”

      Look in the backyard.

      I glanced out the window, and for a perilous second, lost my hold on my coffee. Hot liquid splashed my wrist as I gaped at Max and the Labrador. They sat side by side on the patio, united in their fascination with a squirrel who’d wandered dangerously far from its tree. “That’s a surprise.”

      Mr. Coffee winked his agreement.

      “Maybe there’s hope for world peace. Maybe Ford and Brezhnev will play a round of golf.” I added cream to my coffee and settled onto the nearest stool.

      “You’re up.” A laundry basket rested on Aggie’s right hip, hiding part of her crimson and heliotrope kaftan. “You look as if you feel better.”

      “I do. Where is everyone?”

      “Grace is at school and Detective Jones went to work.”

      The kitchen clock’s minute hand moved to the six. Nine thirty.

      I hadn’t slept this late in years. “Where’s Aunt Sis?”

      “She didn’t come home.” Aggie’s face was a careful blank.

      Worry tightened my stomach. “Did she call?”

      “No.” Aggie headed into the laundry room.

      There was an outside chance Gordon Thayer murdered two women, almost three, and Aunt Sis was missing.

      “Maybe I should call,” I mused.

      She’s a grown woman. Mr. Coffee had a point.

      I looked for the answer—call, don’t call—in the depths of my coffee.

      Do you suspect him?

      “Of course not.” Maybe.

      “Ellison!” Mother’s voice carried from the front hall.

      Oh dear. I steeled myself. “Kitchen.”

      Mother entered the kitchen wearing a fearsome expression. “Must you advertise?”

      I blinked. “Advertise what?”

      “It’s bad enough that man is staying here. But I draw the line at gallivanting across your lawn in the middle of the night.”

      Marian Dixon had a video camera aimed at my house. That or she stayed up all night watching. “He wasn’t gallivanting. He caught the dog.”

      “Max?”

      “No—” I pointed to the backyard where Max and the Lab chased each other “—the digger.”

      “Whose is it?”

      “No license.”

      She scowled as if the dog’s missing license was my fault.

      “I’ll call veterinary offices and find its owner later this morning.”

      She sniffed and poured herself a cup of coffee. “Where’s Sis?”

      The one question—well, a question—I preferred not to answer. “Out.”

      “Out where?”

      “Out with Gordon.”

      “They went to breakfast?”

      I made a noncommittal sound in the back of my throat.

      “She spent the night with him?”

      Silence was golden.

      “Hasn’t she heard about free milk and the cow?”

      “Am I the cow in that story?” Aunt Sis stood in the doorway wearing yesterday’s clothes and an amused expression. “Gordon isn’t interested in me because I will or won’t have sex with him.”

      Mother gasped as if the word sex was too salacious for a kitchen.

      “Gordon and I are in our sixties. If we want sex, we’ll have it.” Aunt Sis wagged a finger at Mother. “Sex isn’t why Gordon is with me. He’s with me because I’m interesting, and we have fun together. I haven’t laughed so much in years. Believe me, if all Gordon wanted was sex—” I suspected Aunt Sis kept repeating the word because Mother paled more with each utterance “—he has plenty of younger options. Women throw themselves at him.”

      Mother had no response.

      “And who says this cow wants to get married?” Aunt Sis crossed to Mr. Coffee and poured herself a cup. “That cow story assumes a woman’s worth depends on her ability to withhold the goodies. It assumes sex is the payoff in a relationship. Does Harrington stay with you for sex?”

      Mother, who’d taken an ill-timed sip of her coffee, spluttered.

      Aggie, who’d appeared in the hallway, inched backward.

      I scoped the kitchen for the best escape route.

      But Aunt Sis was just warming up. “Look at Ellison.”

      No. Don’t.

      “If Anarchy was only interested in sex, he’d be long gone. The man is crazy for Ellison, and it’s not because she held out, it’s despite that.” Aunt Sis turned her gaze on me. “Why haven’t you gone to bed with him?”

      “Sis!” Mother’s expression could turn a lesser mortal to stone.

      Aunt Sis shrugged. “It’s a legitimate question.”

      One I didn’t want to answer.

      “And none of your business,” said Mother. Bless her.

      “But my sleeping with Gordon is yours?”

      “I want what’s best for you.”

      “I know, Franny. But I have a better idea what’s best for me than you do.”

      Mother’s face pinched with the effort of holding her tongue.

      Max scratched on the back door and without thinking, I opened it.

      He trotted inside with the Labrador at his side, sat, and waited for a biscuit.

      I took two from their hiding place atop the fridge and gave one to each dog.

      Max grinned. The lab’s tail thumped the floor.

      Aunt Sis’s face lit. “You caught the dog!”

      “Anarchy did.”

      She nodded her approval. “And Max is in love.”

      It looked that way to me too. “I need to find her owner.”

      “What does her tag say?” asked Mother.

      “Her name.”

      “Which is?”

      “Pansy.”
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      The restaurant was filled with people I knew.

      I nodded at Billy Powers who held what was probably only the second martini of his three-martini lunch. He smiled and beckoned to me, but I pointed to Libba then my watch.

      He responded with a good-natured shrug and returned his attention to his companion. The poor girl looked like a deer caught in headlights. Lunch with her boss. Should she drink? Should she flirt? Should she order a steak or a hamburger?

      I almost stopped at Nan Roddingham’s table, but she wasn’t wearing her glasses, and without them she might not recognize me.

      I smiled vaguely at Victoria Ladbroke—if she got her hooks into me, I’d never escape.

      “Ellison!”

      I turned. Oh, dear Lord. Again I smiled (apologetically) and tapped my watch. I didn’t have time for Jane Addison and her questions.

      Feeling as if I’d run a gauntlet, I slipped into the booth where Libba waited. She wore a form-fitting Missoni dress and a Cheshire grin.

      “Why are you so happy?” I groused.

      “Me?” She clasped her hands and held them against her heart. The picture of innocence. I didn’t point out the irony.

      “You.”

      “Jimmy spent the night.”

      “So you kept Jimmy.”

      She sighed—a luxuriant, cat-stretching-in-the-sunshine sigh. “Of course I kept him. It’s nice having the power.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “The power. In our relationship. I hold the reins.” Her eyes sparkled, her skin glowed, and she looked ten years younger than I did. “It’s marvelous.”

      I picked up the waiting menu and focused on the salad options.

      “I don’t need his money or his status or his name,” she continued. “I don’t want marriage. Heck, I don’t want a long-term commitment. This might be perfect for me. A few nights a week with a gorgeous man who knows how to—”

      “Good afternoon.”

      I offered the waitress a grateful smile.

      “We’ll take a bottle of Blue Nun,” said Libba.

      “I shouldn’t.” She might have discovered the fountain of youth, but I looked as tired and worn as an old shoe. Wine with lunch would not help the bags under my eyes or the lines creasing my forehead.

      “Yes, you should. You’ve had a week that would send most people diving to the bottom of a vodka bottle.” Libba’s drawn brows told me I’d best not argue.

      “Fine.” I shifted my gaze away from the salads. Drinking over lunch meant I’d need something more substantial than lettuce.

      “I’ll have the wine right out.” The waitress left us.

      “How long can you keep it up?” I asked.

      Libba raised her brows. “What do you mean?”

      “If you grow attached, doesn’t Jimmy become more powerful?”

      “Jimmy is a lovely diversion.” She’d avoided my question.

      “Humor me.”

      “The division of power is never equal. I won’t be sharing.”

      I blinked. “What?”

      “One person in a relationship always has the upper hand. Usually the man. Jimmy makes for a nice change. Think about it.” She tapped the table with the rounded tip of her copper-hued nail. “The women we know, their husbands provide. He who earns the money makes the decisions. Usually the man has most of the power.” She abandoned the table and pointed her finger at me. “Look what happens when they don’t. You and Henry are a case study.” Libba studied men like John Maynard Keynes studied free-market economies. “As soon as you out-earned him, your marriage withered.”

      I gazed at the table. The cutlery sparkled. The linen was near-blinding white. The napkin in my lap had near-perfect creases. “I’ll always have more money than Anarchy.”

      Libba reached across the table and gave my hand a brief squeeze. “Anarchy is different. He doesn’t use money as a yardstick. You two might achieve—oh, good. Here’s the waitress.”

      I waited till the waitress filled our glasses, jotted our orders, and stepped away before I raised my gaze. “Anarchy and I might achieve?”

      Libba frowned. “What?”

      “I don’t know. You were about to tell me.”

      “Was I? Oh, right. That. For some couples, power is a teeter-totter.”

      I stared at her.

      “What? Is my lipstick smeared? Is it on my teeth?”

      “A teeter-totter?”

      She took out a compact and checked her makeup. Assured she looked ravishing, she raised her left hand shoulder high, lowered her right hand to the table, then switched their positions. “He has the power. She has the power. It switches. Look at your parents’ marriage.”

      I’d rather not. I wrinkled my nose.

      “Fine,” she huffed. “Look at Jinx and George.”

      “I don’t want to gossip about our friends’ marriages.”

      “It’s not gossip. I’m making a point. And what I’m trying to tell you is that in the best marriages, the power shifts back and forth.” She brought her hands even. “The power’s never even, but there’s balance. You and Anarchy would be like that.”

      I wanted her to be right. Desperately. I sipped my wine and considered a response.

      “Ellison, Libba! How are you?” Jane Addison’s curious gaze fixed on the scarf at my neck.

      “Fine, thank you,” I murmured.

      Jane, who wore a jaunty spring suit and a silk blouse with a bow tie, ignored our less-than-enthusiastic response to her interruption. “I hear you’re reading at Phyllis’s funeral.”

      “Yes.”

      Her gaze narrowed. “I didn’t realize you and Phyllis were close.”

      “We weren’t. But Stan asked me, and I couldn’t tell him no.”

      “That poor man.” Jane shook her head in mock sadness.

      “Such a tragedy,” murmured Libba.

      “Although…” Jane’s tone promised something juicy.

      Libba granted Jane’s dearest wish and asked, “What have you heard?”

      “Stan and—” Jane glanced over her shoulder as if she suspected eavesdroppers “—Joan.”

      “No!” The word escaped my lips.

      Jane nodded gleefully. “I have it on good authority.”

      “Does Joan’s husband know?” asked Libba.

      Jane’s face clouded. “I don’t know.” But she’d make sure he found out. As a real estate agent, divorce was good for business.

      “Jane, I have a question for you.”

      I had her full attention.

      “Anyone new in my neighborhood?”

      “Why?”

      “There’s a Labrador wandering—well, she was wandering. Now she’s in my backyard. I need to send her home, but she’s not wearing tags.”

      “Is this the dog who dug up Margaret Hamilton’s annuals?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m not sure anyone will claim the beast, not if it means Margaret’s ire.”

      A sentiment I understood well. “She’s a sweet dog, but she needs a better fence.”

      “You have her with Max?” asked Libba.

      I nodded. “He’s enamored.”

      “That’s one powerful Labrador,” Libba observed.

      Jane frowned and smoothed her skirt over her hips. “I’ll ask around the office.”

      “I’d be grateful. Thank you.”

      “We’ll be seeing a lot more of each other,” said Jane.

      “Oh?”

      “I signed the listing for the house next to yours.”

      “Find a nice, boring couple, please.”

      “Easier said than done,” Jane replied. “You’re developing quite the reputation.”

      “Are you saying Ellison is affecting real estate values?” Libba’s mouth spread into an obnoxious grin.

      “I wouldn’t go that far, but—” Jane glanced my way (unlike Libba, I was not grinning) “—life on your block is exciting. A boring couple may not appreciate the bodies.”

      Libba flipped her hair over her shoulders. “It’s not as if Ellison finds one every day.”

      “Most people never find a body.” Jane’s point was a good one.

      “I’ll do my best not to find any more.”

      “Thank you.” Jane, who was apparently immune to sarcasm, stepped out of the waitress’s way and eyed our lunches. “I’ll let you eat.”

      “Lovely seeing you, Jane.” If she’d tried, Libba couldn’t have sounded less sincere.

      Jane smiled brightly and returned to her table with a story about the terrifying bruises I hid beneath my Hermès scarf and my promise not to find bodies.

      “I wonder who told her about Stan and Joan.” I cut into my petit filet.

      “Do you suppose it’s true?”

      For one awful moment I contemplated sex with Stan. I put down my loaded fork and drank.

      “It can’t be true.” Libba shook her head.

      “There’s one way to find out,” I replied.

      “Ask Jinx.” Jane Addison’s gossip wasn’t always accurate. Jinx’s was. Libba stared at someone over my shoulder.

      “Who’s here?”

      “Gordon Thayer.”

      I resisted turning. “Who’s he with?”

      “I don’t recognize him.”

      “Aunt Sis jumped in with both feet.”

      “I wouldn’t expect any less from her. What does Frances say?”

      “She approves.” I leaned closer to Libba. “She’d love an invitation to Key West, but she’s worried about free milk and cows.”

      Libba choked on her wine. She pressed her napkin to her lips, and her eyes watered. When she could speak, she said, “We’re back to power.”

      “We are?”

      Libba nodded. “A woman who holds out, says no, retains some power. As soon as she gives in, she gives up the power.”

      “You’ve thought about this a lot.”

      “I have.”

      “You’re very cynical.”

      “I’ve dated lots of men.”

      I stared at my plate. The filet, the asparagus, the scalloped potatoes—they might as well have been sawdust.

      “What’s wrong?” Libba asked. “Sis is old enough that she doesn’t need to worry about free milk.”

      “It’s not that. Everything is so complex. Why can’t love be simple?”

      “People like power.”

      “I don’t care about power—”

      Libba snorted. “Keeping Anarchy hanging isn’t about power?”

      “No.” It was about fear. “I want honesty and respect and—”

      Libba held up her hand. “Why aren’t you moving forward?”

      I shifted my gaze from my plate to the brass light fixture about the table. “What if it ends like my marriage?”

      “Look at me.”

      I lowered my gaze.

      Libba’s expression softened from are-you-kidding-me to concerned friend. “What’s life without risk?”

      “Safe.”

      “Lonely. You’ll never know if it will work with Anarchy till you try.”

      “Would you excuse me, please?” I slid out of the booth and stumbled toward the powder room.

      “Ellison?”

      I’d forgotten about Gordon. He’d already risen from his chair. “Sit. I insist.”

      Gordon ignored my request, and his friend stood.

      “Ellison, this is Jerry Sopkin.”

      I blinked. The man who’d made an offer on Phyllis’s company.

      Jerry Sopkin’s bald head gleamed in Plaza III’s low light, and his intelligent eyes were topped with bushy eyebrows.

      “Jerry, this is Sis’s niece, Ellison Russell.”

      “What brings you to Kansas City, Mr. Sopkin?”

      “Jerry, please.” His eyes clouded. “I flew in for Phyllis Goddard’s funeral. Such a loss. She was poised to be the next Lilly Pulitzer.”

      Any country club woman worth her salt knew Lilly’s story. She opened a juice stand in Palm Beach and designed her own dresses because bright colors and patterns hid spills. Shifts because she hid a waistline thickened by childbearing. “An accidental entrepreneur?”

      “Phyllis would have been huge. She was a deliberate entrepreneur.”

      “You should design a fabric.” Gordon smiled at me.

      “I don’t know the first thing about fabric or repeats or what sells.”

      “You’d be great. Jerry, you should see her paintings.” Gordon rubbed his hands together. “I’m taking Sis to dinner. Come with us. You can see some of Ellison’s work when I pick up Sis.”

      A kid-on-Christmas-morning grin brightened Jerry’s face. “I’d be honored.”

      Gordon was amazing. He’d arranged a showing of my work, at my home, without my consent. “That okay with you, Ellison?”

      I was so shocked I nodded.

      “Excellent. Say, Sis told me you caught the digger.”

      “The digger?” Jerry’s brows inched up his forehead.

      “A loose dog. I spent my morning calling veterinary offices looking for her owner.”

      “No luck?” Gordon sounded as if he cared.

      “Not yet.”

      “Sis says Max is in love. Maybe you should keep her.”

      “I’m sure her owner wants her back.”

      Gordon chuckled. “Sis says the Lab looks at Max like he’s a doggy David Cassidy.”

      Dogs were lucky. They had uncomplicated relationships.

      “I’ll let you get back to your lunches.” I smiled and backed away from their table before Gordon decided I should keep Pansy.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Aggie made rumaki and picked up a variety of meat, cheese, and crackers from Mac’s deli.

      I checked the level of scotch, bourbon, and rye and filled the ice bucket.

      Grace put Max and Pansy in the backyard.

      Aunt Sis checked her lipstick.

      When Gordon and Jerry Sopkin arrived, we were ready. I opened the front door and smiled a welcome.

      Gordon stepped inside, kissed my cheek, and pulled Aunt Sis into an it’s-been-almost-twenty-four-hours-since-I-saw-you hug.

      Jerry handed me a box from André’s. “Thank you for welcoming me to your home.”

      Since we were pretending I’d invited him, I replied, “I’m glad you could come.” I held up the box. “Obviously someone’s been telling you my secrets. André’s is my favorite.”

      “I hope you enjoy them.”

      “I will. Aunt Sis, why don’t you fix Gordon and Jerry a drink? I’ll drop these in the kitchen.”

      They entered the living room where Miles Davis played on the stereo and three of my paintings hung on the walls.

      I carried the chocolates to the kitchen. “Aggie, the hot hors d’oeuvres in about five minutes?”

      “No problem.”

      “Do you need anything carried to the living room now?”

      “The dip?” She’d carved a hole in a round bread loaf, filled it with dill dip, and surrounded it with crudité.

      I picked up the tray.

      Her forehead wrinkled. “You okay?”

      “Tired.”

      “At least you can have a quiet weekend.”

      From her lips to God’s ears.

      I breezed into the living room, put the bread and crudité on a coffee table, and made sure my guests held drinks.

      Jerry, Gordon, and Aunt Sis stood in front of a still life. Jerry held his drink with both hands and stared at the painting as if its brushstrokes held the secret to the universe. Gordon had wrapped his arm around Aunt Sis’s shoulders. I took a few seconds to look at my aunt and her beau.

      They fit together like peas and carrots, like Captain and Tennille, like Gene Wilder and Mel Brooks.

      Aunt Sis leaned her head into Gordon’s chest.

      Gordon and Aunt Sis made love look easy.

      I cleared my throat, and they turned. “Please—” I gestured to the seating area “—have a seat. I’ll join you as soon as I have wine.”

      By the time I’d splashed liebfraumilch into a glass, Gordon and Sis cozied on the couch—their couch—and Jerry sat in a club chair.

      “You’re incredibly talented,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      “I mean it.”

      “Thank you,” I repeated.

      “Why haven’t I heard of you?”

      An impossible-to-answer question. I smiled and shrugged. “Now you have.”

      “Have you considered design?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever tried?”

      “No.”

      “You might love it.”

      “I love being a painter.”

      “Your use of color—I can’t help but imagine how that might translate to fabric.”

      Grace stepped into the living room. Her hair hung in a straight sheet, blush pinked her cheeks, and lip gloss shined on her lips.

      I introduced her to Jerry, and the two shook hands.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Sopkin.” She turned to me. “I’ll be home by midnight.”

      “Remind me where you’re going?”

      The roses on her cheeks turned rosier. “I have a date.”

      Did I know that? “Oh?”

      “With Hodge James.”

      Jonathan Hodge James. Since his father bounced between Jonathan and Jon, his parents called him Hodge.

      And I had not known Grace had a date with him. “Where are you going?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Dinner and a movie.”

      “What movie?”

      “Monty Python and the Holy Grail.”

      I nodded. “Bring him in to say hello when he arrives.”

      “Mooom.” What was I thinking inflicting myself and my guests on poor, unsuspecting Hodge?

      “You can always stay home.”

      “Fine. I’ll go help Aggie in the kitchen till he gets—”

      Ding dong.

      “I’ll get it!” She disappeared into the hall.

      “Just the one daughter?” asked Jerry.

      “Yes.”

      “How old?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “Is she artistic like her mother?”

      Footsteps and voices in the hallway claimed half my attention. “If so, she’s hiding it well.”

      Aggie entered the living room carrying a silver tray covered with rumaki and a shot glass filled with toothpicks.

      She presented the tray to Aunt Sis who waved her away, then Gordon who helped himself. “I’ll take two.”

      Aggie turned to Jerry, and the first inklings of a problem reached my ears. Claws on hardwood, advancing at a rapid (where’s the bacon?) rate.

      Pansy burst into the living room and effortlessly launched herself over Gordon and Sis’s couch, a blonde streak with a singular focus.

      She cleared the sofa and slammed into Aggie.

      Aggie fell forward. To her knees. With her head half-buried in Jerry’s lap.

      The tray flipped, covering both Aggie and Jerry in bits of bacon-wrapped water chestnut.

      Pansy used Aggie’s back as a launch pad, and joined Jerry on the chair, hindering Aggie’s attempts to remove herself from between Jerry’s splayed legs.

      “Pansy! Stop! Sit! Naughty dog!”

      Pansy ignored me.

      As for Max, he stood in the doorway. His doggy eyes wide with we’re-in-serious-trouble.

      Pansy danced on Jerry’s lap and snapped up bacon as if she’d never get another chance.

      “Get off!” Jerry, now a desperate soprano, shoved the at-least-sixty-five-pound dog.

      Aggie thumped onto her hiney.

      Pansy fell too, but she landed on her feet and noticed Aggie’s bread bowl on the coffee table. Not bacon but toothsome. She grabbed it in her teeth.

      “No!” I wailed.

      She swung her head my way, and the dill dip flew in a perfect white arc.

      Dip splattered Gordon, Aunt Sis, and the needed-to-be-recovered-anyway couch. Jackson Pollock with a fully loaded paintbrush couldn’t have covered them more completely.

      “Ellison!” Aunt Sis sounded remarkably like Mother. Get-that-damned-dog-under-control-this-instant like Mother.

      Swallowing a hysterical giggle, I waded into the fray, grabbed Pansy’s collar, and pulled her away from my guests. “Bad dog!”

      Pansy ignored my scolding and swallowed the empty bread bowl. Whole.

      “Grace!” My next-door neighbor, Margaret Hamilton, probably heard me yell.

      Grace and Hodge appeared in the living room door, and Grace’s eyes widened to saucers.

      “You let the dogs in?”

      “Oh my gosh! I’m so sorry. I had no idea she’d—” she took in Gordon’s dill-dip-covered jacket, Aggie’s crab stance on the floor, and Jerry’s thoroughly rumpled suit “—I had no idea she’d do this.”

      I yanked Pansy’s collar. “Put her in the back yard. Now.”

      Hodge stepped forward, wrapped his fingers around Pansy’s collar, and hauled her away.

      Max and Grace followed him.

      I surveyed the wreckage of my living room and helped Aggie off the floor. “Are you hurt?”

      “Just my pride.” She smoothed her dotted-with-bacon-grease, spotted-with-dip kaftan. “I’ll grab some towels.”

      “Thank you. Jerry—” the man was covered in bits of bacon, dog slobber, and his spilled drink “—are you hurt? I’m so sorry about this.”

      He shook his bald head, apparently too stunned to form words.

      “Gordon?” I shifted my gaze to Aunt Sis’s beau.

      He and my aunt rocked the couch with barely controlled laughter. “I’m fine,” he choked out. “Jerry, you okay?”

      Jerry still didn’t reply.

      Jerry, Gordon, and Sis needed fresh clothes, the dip covering the coffee table and couch needed wiping, and the toothpicks needed picking up. The carpet needed cleaning and the couch needed recovering. Oh, and Pansy needed to go home.

      Ding dong.

      An escape! “Would you please excuse me?”

      I hurried into the front hall and yanked open the front door.

      Prudence Davies stood on the other side, her eyes narrowed with barely contained malice. “I hear you kidnapped my dog. I want her back. Now.”
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      The relief that swelled in my breast was not my usual reaction to Prudence. Normally my lips drew back from my teeth. Instead, I smiled at her.

      She regarded that smile with justifiable suspicion.

      “You’re Pansy’s owner?”

      “I am. And I want her back.”

      “Absolutely!” Did I welcome Prudence into my home while I fetched her dog or leave her on the stoop? Good manners won. “Please, come in.”

      Prudence crossed my threshold and her gaze took in the foyer. Unable to find fault, she scowled at me. “Where’s my dog?”

      “I’ll get her for you.” I hurried to the kitchen, opened the back door, and spotted Pansy on the patio. “Your owner is here.”

      The dog hunched her shoulders and shrank.

      Max regarded me with liquid eyes. What did I mean, her owner? Pansy was part of our family now.

      “I’m sorry.” I avoided his gaze, stepped onto the patio, and snapped a leash onto Pansy’s collar. “She belongs to Prudence.”

      Pansy’s answering whine pricked my conscience.

      What would happen if I refused to return Prudence’s dog? Nothing good. “Come on, girl.” I led her to the front hall.

      When she spotted Prudence, Pansy sat and refused to budge.

      Prudence stepped forward and took the leash from my hand. “Come.”

      Pansy didn’t move.

      “Where should I send the bills?” I asked.

      “The bills?”

      “Pansy dug up my annuals. Twice. She also dug up Marian’s and Margaret’s. I’m sure they saved the receipts for the replacement flowers.”

      “You can’t prove Pansy dug up your annuals.”

      “Actually, I can.”

      Something like panic flashed across Prudence’s face.

      “You do know there are leash laws?”

      “Yes,” she snapped. “Mother doesn’t have a fence and she—” Prudence scowled at the miserable dog “—escapes in the darkness.”

      “You’re lucky I picked her up and not the pound. She’s not licensed.”

      “I. Know. That.” Snap, snap, snap.

      “I called five vets trying to find her owner.”

      “Very admirable.” Bitter sarcasm ran down the sides of Prudence’s words.

      Woof! You can’t let that awful woman take Pansy. Woof! Do something.

      Prudence eyed Max. “Is your dog dangerous?”

      Given that her dog had single-pawedly destroyed my living room, I merely smiled.

      “Come, Pansy.” Prudence tugged on the leash, hard enough to drag Pansy across the floor.

      “I don’t think she wants to go with you.” I kept my voice mild.

      “She’s a dog. Her opinions don’t count.”

      “Have you considered obedience training?” Now my voice was sweet.

      Prudence glared at me and tugged on the leash. Hard.

      Could I let her take Pansy? Did I have a choice? “Why do you have a dog?”

      “What?”

      “You don’t like each other.”

      Prudence’s eyes narrowed, and she opened her hand, bent, and slapped Pansy’s hiney.

      Pansy yelped and stood.

      Max growled.

      I gaped. “You hit her.”

      “Get over it, Ellison.” Prudence tugged. A vicious tug.

      Anger and years of dislike bubbled in my chest. “If Pansy comes back, I’m keeping her.”

      Someone gasped.

      I looked over my shoulder.

      Aunt Sis stood in the doorway to the living room with her mouth hanging open.

      “Come!” Prudence pulled poor Pansy out the door.

      Max followed them, but I caught his collar.

      He stared at me with how-could-you eyes.

      “If I were her, I’d let the dog loose on purpose,” said Aunt Sis.

      “Pansy’s not that bad,” I replied.

      “Have you seen your living room? Jerry’s still non-verbal.”

      Aunt Sis was right. What had I done?

      I returned to my destroyed living room. Jerry hadn’t moved, but Gordon had blotted away the worst of the dill dip off his shirt with cocktail napkins. “I’m so sorry about this.”

      “Don’t give it another thought,” said Gordon. “It wasn’t your fault. No one was hurt, and Jerry will dine out on this story for a year.”

      In that moment, I liked Gordon. A lot.

      “You can’t go out to dinner.” Not in their current state. “Let me order pizza. Aggie can whip up a salad.”

      “What do you say, Jerry?”

      Jerry said nothing.

      “Did the dog break him?” asked Aunt Sis.

      I had the same question.

      “He’ll be fine,” Gordon replied.

      I wasn’t so sure.

      Aggie entered the living room with Max at her heels. Aggie wiped up dip. Max stared at me as if I’d broken his heart into a million tiny pieces.

      “Aggie, I’ve invited everyone for dinner.”

      Aggie didn’t blink. “There’s a lasagna in the fridge. It can be ready in an hour.”

      “I planned on calling for pizza.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      Aggie’s lasagna trumped pizza. “How does lasagna sound?” I addressed Aunt Sis, Gordon, and Jerry.

      “Sis told me Aggie’s the best cook in Kansas City,” said Gordon. “We’d love to stay.”

      Jerry might not agree. He regarded Max with panic in his dark eyes.

      “Max is my dog,” I told him. “He’s well-trained.” A small lie. “He won’t jump on you.” I crossed my fingers.

      Jerry nodded. Slowly. “May I have another drink?”

      “Of course.” I hurried to the bar cart. “What are you drinking?”

      “Scotch.”

      “Water? Soda?”

      “Neat.”

      I poured him three fingers.

      “I’m going to change.” Aunt Sis waved at her soiled dress and disappeared.

      I handed Jerry his scotch. “Again, I’m so sorry about this.”

      He accepted the drink. “How sorry?”

      I blinked.

      “Sorry enough to design a fabric for me?”

      I glanced at Gordon. He grinned his approval of Jerry’s new negotiating tactic.

      How much of Jerry’s distress was for show? How much was real? “One fabric?”

      “One,” Jerry replied.

      “Okay.”

      Grace peeked into the living room. “Mom?”

      “What?”

      “We’re going.”

      I hadn’t yet spoken to Hodge. “Hold on, honey. Would you gentlemen please excuse me?”

      I stepped into the front hall where Grace and Hodge waited.

      Hodge was a good-looking kid. Clean cut. Smiling. I didn’t trust him.

      He extended his hand. “Hi, Mrs. Russell. Please don’t blame Grace for what happened. It’s my fault. I wanted to see the new dog.”

      Maybe I could trust him a little. Or maybe he was Eddie Haskell.

      “I blame Prudence Davies for not teaching her dog any manners.”

      “I feel so bad for Max,” said Grace.

      “We’ll take him to the park tomorrow.”

      “His heart is broken.”

      “Pansy doesn’t belong to me. I couldn’t keep her.”

      “Did you mean it when you’d said you’d keep her if she came back?”

      I’d meant it when I said it. “Yes.”

      “Maybe Max will get lucky.” Grace inched toward the door. “I’m sorry about the mess.”

      Not sorry enough to stay and clean it up. Teenagers.

      “Home by midnight.”

      Hodge flashed a grin. “Absolutely, Mrs. Russell.”

      I couldn’t fault Hodge’s manners. I reserved judgment on his character.

      Before they escaped, the doorbell rang.

      Grace opened the front door to Anarchy.

      So tempting to introduce Hodge to Anarchy and point out Anarchy’s gun. Instead, I said, “Have fun.”

      Grace and Hodge slipped outside, and Anarchy stepped into the foyer and gathered me into his arms. “You look as if you need a hug.”

      Was I that easy to read?

      “Pansy caused a kerfuffle.”

      “A kerfuffle?”

      Kerfuffle sounded better than bleeping disaster. “Come into the living room. I’ll introduce you to Jerry Sopkin.”

      He tilted his head. “The man who planned to acquire Phyllis’s company?”

      “One and the same.”

      Anarchy loosened his hold on me, and I led him to the scene of the kerfuffle. He took a moment. His gaze traveled from the destroyed (no loss) couch to the grease stains on Jerry’s jacket to Gordon’s face.

      “Anarchy, this is Gordon Thayer—”

      “We’ve met,” said Gordon.

      Of course they had. Gordon was a suspect.

      “And Jerry Sopkin. Jerry, this is Anarchy Jones.”

      “Unusual name,” said Jerry.

      “My parents are unusual people.”

      “Aggie put a lasagna in the oven. Do you have time for dinner?”

      “I never say no to Aggie’s meals.”

      “Drink?”

      “I’d better not.”

      “Jones is a homicide detective,” said Gordon. “He’s investigating Phyllis’s murder.”

      Jerry’s bushy brows rose.

      “He’s also Ellison’s boyfriend.”

      We small-talked our way through the next forty minutes. Painting. Dogs. The best bagels in New York (Jerry had strong opinions). The best beaches in Europe (Aunt Sis was an expert). Finally Aggie appeared in the doorway. “Dinner is served.”

      We trooped into the dining room where a wooden bowl filled with crisp salad sat in the center of a table set with casual linens. An open bottle of red wine breathed. The scent of sausage and cheese and pasta seduced us all.

      “I hope you’re hungry.”

      “Famished.” Gordon pulled out Aunt Sis’s chair then took the seat next to her.

      I took my place at the head of the table where a stack of plates waited. “Family style tonight.” Aggie had cut the lasagna, and it was easy to serve the first piece. I passed the plate to my aunt. “Would you please start the salad?”

      Jerry got the next slice. Then Gordon and Anarchy. Finally I served myself. “I know the circumstances aren’t ideal, but I’m so pleased you all joined me for dinner tonight.”

      Anarchy glanced at his belt and frowned. “I need to make a call. The study?”

      “Of course.” That dratted pager.

      “Don’t wait on me.”

      We took our first bites of Aggie’s lasagna and moaned. For a moment no one said a word, too intent on the delectable mix of flavors and textures to speak

      “This is better than any restaurant in town,” said Gordon.

      “I’ll be sure to tell Aggie.”

      “She is a treasure,” said Aunt Sis.

      “Believe me, I know.” My gaze strayed toward the door to the hall. What was taking Anarchy so long?

      “How did you find her?” asked Aunt Sis.

      “Hunter Tafft recommended her.”

      “No wonder Frances backed him.”

      Mother’s hopes that I’d fall in love with (or at least marry) Hunter had nothing to do with Aggie. She’d approved of a successful lawyer whose family enjoyed a long history in Kansas City. That I’d chosen Anarchy instead annoyed her no end.

      “Ellison.” Anarchy stood in the doorway.

      “What?” I rose from my chair.

      “There’s been another murder.”

      “Who?”

      He shook his head.

      “Where?”

      “A parking garage on the Plaza. I have to go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I sat in the family room and waited. For Grace. For Anarchy. For the destruction of my flower bed.

      Max curled on the couch with his head in my lap. Occasionally he’d sigh. He pined for Pansy.

      I stroked his ears. “I’m sorry she couldn’t stay.”

      He stared at me with sad liquid eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” I insisted.

      Another sigh.

      “You talk to that dog as if he understands everything you say,” Aunt Sis observed.

      “He does.” Good thing she didn’t hear me talk to Mr. Coffee.

      “Have you considered you might be better off talking to a man?”

      “You mean Anarchy?”

      “He adores you—” she paused “—and you adore him.”

      I focused on the way the lamp on the side table cast Max’s ears in ten different shades of silver.

      “What’s the problem?”

      “My husband cheated on me.”

      “That’s ridiculous.”

      “I agree. Henry and Anarchy are nothing alike.”

      “So?”

      “Mother’s afraid of spiders.”

      Aunt Sis chuckled. “I know. I dropped a spider down her back once. Frances had hysterics, and your grandmother nearly tanned my hide.”

      “Mother is bigger than a spider. She has no reason to be afraid.”

      “I hear you, Ellison. Fear isn’t rational, but—”

      “If fear were rational, it wouldn’t be fear.”

      “Frances can avoid spiders. Can you avoid a commitment for the rest of your life?”

      I didn’t answer.

      “Do you want to?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      “What will it take for you to overcome your phobia?”

      “No idea.”

      “Have you considered seeing a therapist?”

      I stared at my aunt. Women in New York and California might see therapists, but in the Midwest, women spilled their guts to friends, drank too much wine, and soldiered on.

      “So, no therapist?”

      “No therapist,” I replied.

      “Probably just as well. Imagine if Frances found out.”

      I shuddered.

      Max sighed.

      Aunt Sis turned her attention to The Tonight Show. “Who’s singing?”

      I glanced at the TV. “Stephanie Mills. She plays Dorothy in the The Wiz on Broadway.”

      The song ended, and Aunt Sis sipped her coffee (decaf—Mr. Coffee had brewed it without complaint). “I wonder who died in the parking garage.”

      I had a sinking feeling about that.

      “What? Who? You have a terrible expression on your face.”

      I did? “I’m worried it’s Joan Mardike.”

      “Who?”

      “The store owner who worked with Phyllis.”

      Aunt Sis pressed her free hand against her lips. “Oh, no. I hope you’re wrong.”

      I crossed two fingers and held them in the air where Aunt Sis could see them. Even if the body wasn’t Joan’s, someone had died tonight. “It’s horrible no matter who it is.”

      “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. But it seems worse that I just met her.”

      My fingers rose to my throat and the bruises that darkened my skin.

      “Anarchy has to catch this monster before he hurts anyone else.”

      She’d get no argument from me. And, on the plus side, the monster couldn’t be Gordon. The Plaza parking garages were too busy for a body to lie undiscovered for long. Whoever died did so while Gordon sat in my living room.

      “Mom?” Grace’s voice carried from the kitchen.

      “We’re in the family room,” I called.

      She floated in on a cloud of happiness. “I thought you’d be in bed by now.”

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      She took a long, speculative look at the bags beneath my eyes.

      “There was another murder.”

      “Oh my gosh. Who?”

      “We don’t know,” said Aunt Sis.

      “Where’s Anarchy?” Grace asked.

      “The crime scene.”

      “Isn’t he supposed to protect you?”

      “This house is a three-ring circus. As long as I stay inside, I’m fine.”

      Max sighed.

      “It’s nearly midnight,” said Grace. “You should go to bed.”

      I manufactured a smile. “You stole my line.”

      Aunt Sis yawned. “How was your date?”

      Moonlight and romance and joy sparkled in Grace’s eyes. “Fine.”

      “Only fine?” Aunt Sis teased.

      “Better than fine.” Unlike Max, Grace’s sigh was filled with youthful optimism.

      Aunt Sis and I exchanged a glance. At least one woman in my house wasn’t afraid of commitment.

      “We should all go to bed.” Sis hauled herself out of the comforts of a squashy armchair.

      “Go up without me.”

      Aunt Sis donned one of Mother’s most critical expressions. “You should get some sleep.”

      “I’ll come up soon. I promise.”

      “Are you waiting on Anarchy or Pansy?”

      Max’s ears perked.

      “Neither.” Both.

      “Hmph.” Aunt Sis lumbered toward the kitchen.

      Grace lingered in the doorway. “Are you okay, Mom?”

      “Fine.”

      “You seem sad lately.”

      “I do?”

      “Are you and Anarchy having problems?”

      “No, sweetie.”

      “It’s all the bodies, isn’t it?”

      “They don’t help.” I’d lost count of how many bodies I’d found. “It bothers me that so many people will commit murder.”

      “So long as no one murders you.”

      “I’m hard to kill.”

      “Yeah, right. Don’t test that.”

      “I’ll stay safe. Promise.”

      “I’m going up.” Come-with-me hung in the air.

      “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She studied me, and a small furrow appeared between her brows. “You deserve to be happy, Mom.”

      “We all deserve that, Grace.”

      She left me with Max who sighed. Repeatedly.

      I watched The Tonight Show’s last few minutes, rose, and turned off the set.

      Max got off the couch in stages. His front legs first. He walked forward till his back legs stretched long. Then he yawned. Only then did he lower his hind paws to the carpet.

      “Do you need to go out?”

      He regarded me with poor-poor-pitiful-me eyes.

      “Is that a yes?”

      His ears drooped.

      “I’m sorry, Max. I really am.” Sorry he was sad. I had mixed feelings about Pansy’s departure.

      Woof! He trotted into the kitchen.

      With a sinking sensation in my stomach, I followed him.

      From the kitchen, he trotted into the front hall and planted himself in front of the front door.

      Oh dear.

      I unlocked and opened the door, and Max raced into the night.

      With my I’ll-stay-safe promise fresh in my mind, I hesitated. “Max?”

      No surprise, he didn’t answer.

      I stepped onto the stoop and peered toward the end of the drive. “Max?”

      No dog dug my annuals. And Max was gone.

      Oh, dear Lord.

      Closing and locking the door behind me, I dashed up the stairs into my bedroom and yanked open my nightstand drawer. I grabbed the pearl-handled .22 I kept there and hurried down the back stairs, grabbed Max’s leash, and slipped into the night.

      “Max?” I circled toward the front of the house.

      No Max.

      That dog. I ground my teeth and trudged toward Muriel Jarret’s house. The night was mild, the breeze was light, and walking was no hardship.

      “Max?” I called.

      Nothing.

      I crafted no-biscuits-for-a-week punishments as I walked and prayed no one spotted me. How to explain stalking through the neighborhood clutching a leash and a gun? “Max?”

      He was blocks ahead of me, assuming he’d gone to Muriel’s. The breeze ruffled my hair, and I tightened my hold on the leash.

      I crafted no-biscuits-for-a-month-punishments.

      Headlights brightened the street’s end, and I stepped into the shadows. Being invisible was easier than explaining the gun.

      The car passed, and I continued on. “Max?” Softly. Furiously.

      No response.

      I crafted no-biscuits-ever-again punishments.

      Now the lights came from behind me.

      Again, I stepped into a neighbor’s yard. This time I hovered in the shadow of a pine tree. Its balsam scent seemed out of place in springtime.

      The car cruised past me, and I returned to the sidewalk.

      Should I give up? Go home? Max would return. Eventually. But Lord only knew what havoc he’d wreak before he did. The neighbors already believed I affected their property values—what would they say if my dog joined Pansy in her late-night digs?

      “Max?”

      Nothing.

      The lights were back.

      And no convenient trees of hedges offered cover. I planted the gun against my leg and kept walking.

      The car stopped.

      Uh-oh. My heart beat double-time, and I searched for the nearest house.

      “Ellison!”

      I turned.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Anarchy vibrated with anger.

      “Looking for Max.”

      “By yourself? Someone tried to kill you.”

      “Who would I bring? Grace? I’d never put her at risk. Besides, I brought protection.” I peeled my hand away from my leg.

      Anarchy stared at the gun. “You could have waited for me.”

      “I didn’t know when you were coming home.”

      I waited for the scolding I knew was bubbling inside him. I’d been reckless. I’d been irresponsible. I needed my head examined.

      Anarchy said none of those things. He closed his eyes for the longest ten seconds of my life and sighed. “Let’s find your dog.”
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      Menace didn’t dare hide in the shadows—not when Anarchy walked beside me.

      “Max!” I called.

      Nothing.

      We’d circled Muriel Jarrett’s block, and with Anarchy’s lips thinned to a cut-your-finger-on-the-sharp-edge line over my trespassing, I’d snuck into Muriel’s backyard and searched for my dog.

      “Maybe we should call it a night. Start fresh in the morning.”

      “I suppose.” Reluctance turned my words into a sigh.

      “You’re exhausted—” Anarchy held up a hand “—don’t deny it. Putting one foot in front of the other is all you can do. Besides, we have a better chance of spotting him with daylight.”

      “You’re right, but—”

      “But you worry,” he finished.

      “I can’t help it. Max isn’t just a dog. He’s family.”

      “We’ll find him, Ellison.” Anarchy led me back to his car and rested against the door before pulling the handle. “In the morning, he’ll be easy to find.”

      Anarchy didn’t know Max.

      An argument formed on my lips, but I wasn’t the only exhausted searcher. Anarchy carried the weight of three unsolved murders on his broad shoulders. “What happened at the Plaza?”

      He shook his head. Why ruin our time together with talk of murder?

      I swallowed. “Was it Joan?”

      “Joan?”

      “Joan Mardike.”

      “No.”

      I slid into the car and pretended sitting wasn’t the best thing ever. “Then who?”

      He settled behind the wheel and slid the key into the ignition. “A woman named Carol Schneider.”

      “Never heard of her.”

      “She worked at Halls.”

      “Which department?”

      “Fine china.”

      I rested my head against the seatback. “That explains it.”

      “Explains what?”

      “I know every saleswoman at Halls. But I don’t know her. I don’t shop fine china. When I need a wedding gift, I call, tell them how much, and they send the bride a gift from her registry.” I peered out the window. “Where did you find her body?”

      “The employee lot.”

      “Halls has an employee lot?”

      “The Plaza has an employee lot. From what I learned tonight, Plaza security tickets employees who don’t park there.”

      “I’ve never thought about where employees park.”

      “The Plaza’s owners want the good parking spaces available for shoppers.”

      “Makes sense. Does Joan park in the employee lot?”

      “It wasn’t Joan.”

      “Carol Schneider. What did she look like?”

      “Medium height. Medium build. Dark hair.”

      “Similar to Joan.”

      “Their body types and coloring,” he ceded. “Similar faces, I suppose. But Carol was much younger.”

      I winced on Joan’s behalf.

      Anarchy inched through the streets, and we both gazed at the passing yards. Where was Max?

      “You think Joan was the target?” he asked.

      “It makes sense. There are links between Phyllis and Bobbi and Joan.” I made a mental note to call Jinx and ask her about Stan and Joan first thing in the morning.

      “What about you?”

      My fingers found the bruises on my throat. “Me? I’m the outlier.”

      “Carol Schneider is the outlier.” Anarchy made an excellent point.

      “What do you know about her?”

      “Divorced. Well-liked. She was from Peculiar, Missouri.” He glanced at me. “Who names a town Peculiar?”

      Who named their son Anarchy?

      Peculiar was a small town south of Kansas City. “The story goes the town’s first postmaster submitted several potential names, but the Postmaster General rejected each one. Frustrated, the local postmaster wrote saying he didn’t care what the name was as long as it was peculiar.”

      His mouth twitched. “Seriously?”

      “You doubt me?”

      “The story assumes someone in government had a sense of humor.”

      Anarchy pulled into my driveway and I gasped.

      “What?” His foot hit the brake and I surged forward.

      “Look!” I pointed.

      The star-crossed lovers sat on the front stoop. Waiting.

      Anarchy chose glass half-full. “Max is safe.”

      “Till I kill him.”

      “Can you kill him tomorrow? I’m bushed.”

      I grinned at the man who’d spent the past hour peeking into backyards with me. “For you, I’ll delay gratification.”

      Max watched carefully as we climbed out of Anarchy’s car.

      “I’ll deal with you tomorrow, Romeo.”

      Pansy’s tail thumped the bricks.

      “I guess that makes you a Montague,” Anarchy observed.

      “And Pansy is a Capulet?” I smiled. “Maybe. Prudence hates me with a fiery passion I reserve for grapes in chicken salad.”

      “You reserve passion for grapes in chicken salad?”

      Heat rose to my cheeks, and I quickly opened the front door.

      Romeo and Juliet trotted to the kitchen. I hoped their story had a happier ending than Shakespeare’s play.

      Behind me, Anarchy locked the door.

      When the bolt caught, I sighed. It felt right having him here.

      “We’ll catch this guy,” he said.

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      “I’m glad you’re here.”

      He gathered me into his arms, and I rested my forehead against his chest.

      “When I got home, you weren’t here. I worried.”

      I looked up at him.

      “I’m sorry I snapped at you.”

      “It’s nice having someone care.”

      A wry smile touched his lips. “Believe me, I care.”

      I believed him. And I cared too. I lifted onto my tiptoes and kissed him.

      Time stopped. Nothing mattered but Anarchy Jones. His hand’s pressure against my back. His stubble’s tickle against my cheek. His lips on mine.

      “Ellison.” His voice turned my name into a spell.

      “Mmmm?”

      “We can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “There are things you should know.”

      “What?” I murmured. “Divorce? Secret babies? A batty aunt? A body in the closet? Been there. Done that.” In that moment, nothing he might say could scare me.

      “I’m not who you think I am.”

      Okay. I’d been wrong. That was scary. “Who are you?”

      He brushed a strand of hair away from my face. “That’s a full night’s rest and full pot of coffee conversation.”

      “That bad?”

      “It’s not bad.” He frowned, shifted an arm, and reached for his pager.

      I refrained from ripping the device from his hand and grinding it to dust and tangled wires beneath my heel.

      “May I use your phone?”

      “Study.”

      The arm that still held me dropped, and he strode toward Henry’s study, the secret’s revelation pushed aside for a murder investigation.

      I heard him dial, heard him say, “Jones,” and reality hit me like a wave of frigid water.

      I shivered.

      Anarchy had a secret. Worse than divorce. Worse than a secret baby. Worse than a body in the closet. I had a secret too—I was terrified he’d shatter my heart and I might never recover. I hurried upstairs, locked myself in my bedroom, and, when a soft knock at my door came fifteen minutes later, I pretended I didn’t hear it.
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      I descended the stairs in a foul mood for a Saturday morning.

      Seeing Max and Pansy curled together on Max’s bed didn’t improve my mood a jot. “We—” I scowled at Max “—have an issue.”

      He yawned.

      I turned to Mr. Coffee, who would never run off in the middle of the night.

      Are you okay? he whispered.

      I poured coffee and took a sip. “Better now.”

      You should go upstairs and paint. Mr. Coffee knew how to improve my bleakest moods.

      “Good idea.”

      “What’s a good idea?” Grace stood in the kitchen doorway dressed in tennis whites.

      “You’re up early,” I replied. No way was I admitting to chatting with Mr. Coffee—our relationship was special, and private.

      “Hodge is picking me up.”

      “Where are you playing?”

      “The club.”

      Grace’s outfit was too much like Bobbi’s last ensemble. White skirt, white polo. They wore the same sneakers. Alike from head to toe except for their socks. Grace’s pompoms were a sunny yellow. “Be careful.”

      She frowned.

      “Don’t go anywhere by yourself.”

      “Oh. Right. Mrs. Ivens. Deal.”

      “Does Hodge know how good a player you are?” Grace was far and away the best tennis player in our extended family.

      “No.”

      “Men—boys—don’t like losing.”

      “Do you remember the first time I beat Dad?”

      I smiled at the memory. Henry had seesawed between pride in his daughter’s skills and chagrin. Pride had won. “I do.”

      “I miss him.”

      I opened my arms. “Of course you do. He was an amazing father.”

      Grace stepped into my hug. “But not a good husband.”

      “No one can be good at everything.”

      “You come pretty close.”

      “Me?” I was terrible at relationships.

      She pulled back and looked me in the eye. “You.”

      Woof!

      Grace shifted her gaze to Max and his lady-friend. “Pansy’s back! How did that happen?

      “Max recited poetry beneath yonder window and convinced her to run away with him.”

      “What did Ms. Davies say?”

      “Nothing. Yet.” One more reason to scowl at Saturday.

      Ding dong.

      “That’s probably Hodge.” Grace slipped away from me and raced down the front hall.

      I felt her absence.

      “I need to paint,” I told Max, Pansy, Mr. Coffee, and anyone else who cared to listen.

      Grace and Hodge burst into the kitchen before I could refill my mug and climb the stairs to my studio.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Russell.”

      “Good morning, Hodge.” I glanced out the window. “It looks as if you two have a nice morning for tennis.”

      He grinned. “I’ve heard Grace is a good player.”

      “She’s okay.” He could discover Grace’s serve and backhand on his own.

      I reached for a bagel. Aggie had left a bakery box in the middle of the island, far from the ever-optimistic reach of dogs’ paws. “You two have fun.” I paused. “Hodge, please keep an eye on Grace at the club.”

      “Absolutely, Mrs. Russell.”

      “Thank you.” Armed with a bagel and coffee, I climbed the stairs to my studio.

      A half-finished canvas waited for me.

      I wasn’t in the mood for a riotous bouquet of flowers or acrylic paints. Instead I dug out a large sheet of watercolor paper and clipped it to a board.

      The paints chose themselves. Misty lavender. Gauzy gray. Jots of gold. Pops of charcoal. I painted mist-shrouded memories. Happy moments slipping away as Grace had slipped from my arms. The brushes moved color. I wadded a paper towel, blotted, and added more lavender. More gold.

      Aesthetically, the painting was nothing like my usual work.

      Emotionally, it was exactly like everything I’d ever painted.

      I propped it on an easel and regarded it with a critical eye. I saw sadness and loss, fear and hope. Where had that pink come from?

      I glanced at my pallet. Somehow a daub of soft pink had snuck onto its surface.

      The whole thing was too abstract. Although—I narrowed my eyes and tilted my head—it might make a gorgeous fabric. I imagined a silk chiffon. My commitment to Jerry was complete.

      “Knock, knock.” Aggie’s voice climbed the steps before she did. “Do you need more coffee?”

      “Please,” I replied.

      She arrived in my attic studio carrying a tray with coffee and a small pitcher filled with cream.

      “Thank you.”

      She frowned. “Did you get a bagel?”

      “I did. Why?”

      “Max’s friend.”

      “She couldn’t have reached them.”

      “She figured out how to climb onto the island. What are we going to do about that dog?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Aggie scowled and glanced at the painting. “That’s pretty. Different.”

      “Maybe a fabric?”

      “Maybe.” She kept her voice neutral.

      I took her lack of enthusiasm with a grain of salt. The painting’s muted tones weren’t Aggie’s thing. She’d greeted Saturday wearing a turquoise kaftan dotted with orange daisies and bright red cherries.

      “You’ve had a few calls.”

      I took comfort in the fresh coffee. “Prudence?”

      “No.”

      “That’s a surprise. I assumed she’d demand Pansy’s immediate return.”

      “You told her if Pansy came back, you’d keep her.”

      “True.”

      “If you ask me, Ms. Davies let that dog loose on purpose.” Aggie made an excellent point.

      “Who called?”

      “An upholsterer. He’d like to come on Monday and measure.”

      “If I leave instructions, will you deal with him? I have Phyllis’s funeral.”

      “Of course.”

      “Who else?”

      “Libba and Jinx.”

      “Libba? What time is it?” Libba didn’t do Saturday mornings.

      “Almost noon.”

      I sighed. The morning’s foul mood had given way to melancholy. “Is Anarchy here?”

      “No.”

      I suppressed a second sigh.

      “It’s none of my business, but—” Aggie bit her lip.

      “What am I doing?”

      She nodded.

      “I don’t know.”

      “You should figure it out.”

      No kidding.

      Perhaps Aggie sensed my mood—she let the question drop, picked up the morning’s empty coffee cup, and said, “I’ll let you get back to work.”

      She left me, but rather than pick up my paintbrushes, I plugged in the phone and dialed Jinx’s number.

      “Hello.”

      “Jinx, it’s Ellison calling.”

      “Is it true?”

      “Is what true?”

      “Did you steal Prudence Davies’s dog?”

      “Prudence’s dog, whose name is Pansy, runs away. And when she runs, she runs to my house.”

      “I figured as much.”

      “I have a question for you.”

      “Oh?”

      “Stan Goddard and Joan Mardike?”

      “Nope. Can you imagine? Joan’s an attractive woman and Stan is—Stan is Stan.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’d have heard. Who told you that?”

      “Jane Addison.”

      Jinx sniffed. “Consider the source. Since we’re playing twenty questions…”

      “Yes?”

      “Your aunt and Gordon Thayer?”

      “That’s not a question.”

      “What’s going on between them?”

      Sex on my living room couch wasn’t something I’d share. “They seem enamored.”

      “Gordon was spotted at Tivol’s.”

      “Doesn’t mean he bought a ring. They’ve been together for less than a week.”

      “They’ve been in love for forty years.”

      Decades when they could’ve been together. Did Aunt Sis regret those years?

      “What does Frances say?”

      “What do you think?”

      “My guess? She’s thrilled.”

      “Good guess.” I finished the last of the coffee Aggie brought me. “Back to Joan and Stan.”

      “There is no Joan and Stan.”

      “Did Stan—”

      “Like I said, Stan is Stan.”

      “Stan is a man.”

      “They don’t all cheat, Ellison. And Stan’s not exactly a catch.”

      “What about Joan?”

      Silence traveled the telephone line, and I could hear Jinx thinking.

      “I don’t think so. Why?”

      “There was another murder last night.”

      “No! Who?”

      “Carol Schneider.”

      “The girl from Halls fine china?”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I talk to her whenever I order a wedding present. Where did it happen?”

      “In the employee lot. I wondered if someone mistook her for Joan.”

      “It’s possible,” Jinx mused. “Look on the bright side.”

      “What bright side?”

      “You didn’t find the body.”

      That counted as a blessing—but not for poor Carol Schneider.

      We hung up, and I cleaned my brushes and descended the stairs with my empty coffee mug and the board holding my fabric design.

      Aunt Sis perched on a stool at the kitchen island and watched Aggie assemble sandwiches.

      “Good morning.” I put the mug in the dishwasher.

      “It’s afternoon,” said Aunt Sis. “Aggie says you designed a fabric.”

      “Not on purpose, and Jerry may not like it.”

      “You did what you said you’d do. That’s what counts. Is that it?”

      I nodded.

      “He’ll like it.”

      Ding dong.

      “Aggie, would you?” I glanced at the dogs. “I can’t face Prudence right now.”

      She nodded, shot Pansy a dour look, and said, “Please watch the food.”

      When she disappeared into the hallway, I turned to Aunt Sis. “May I ask you a personal question?”

      “Of course.”

      “It seems as if you and Gordon adore each other.”

      Aunt Sis glowed from within. “We always have.”

      “Then why have you spent the past forty years apart?”

      “It’s complicated.”

      I settled onto a stool. “I have time.”

      “When we were young, I wasn’t ready for a commitment. Gordon was. He gave me an ultimatum and I left. I wanted a bigger life.”

      She’d achieved her goal.

      “Gordon married. I traveled.”

      “And now?”

      “He’s been alone for a decade, and I’m ready to come home.”

      “Do you regret the years you missed?”

      She considered my question. “I don’t regret the life I’ve lived, but I do wish I hadn’t missed out on forty years.” Aunt Sis took my hand in hers. “Is this about me or you?”

      “A little bit of both.”

      “My advice? Don’t let your mother’s outdated opinions derail your chance at happiness.”

      “I don’t care what Mother thinks.” I did, but not enough to alter the course of my life.

      “Well then, don’t let that poor excuse for a man with whom you wasted nearly twenty years determine the next twenty years.”

      The swelling in my throat made speech impossible.

      “I know you’re gun shy, Ellison. But don’t miss this chance. They don’t come often.”

      Aggie pushed through the kitchen door, scowled at Pansy, and returned to her sandwich making.

      “Who was it?” Please not Prudence.

      “A florist. I put the arrangement in the living room. Hold on.” She dug a small envelope from her kaftan’s pocket.

      I unsealed the flap and read. Thank you for a memorable evening. Gordon.

      “He’s a nice man.” I handed the card to Aunt Sis.

      “The nicest. What are you doing this afternoon?”

      “I considered going to the Plaza.”

      “Joan Mardike’s shop?” Aunt Sis caught on quick.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      “Oh?”

      “And a quick visit to Swanson’s.”

      Aggie slid plates in front of us. Turkey sandwiches and crisp green salads.

      Aunt Sis took a bite and moaned. “Aggie, Ellison is lucky to have you.”

      “And I know it.”

      A pleased smile lit Aggie’s face. “Thank you.”

      I bit into my sandwich.

      Aggie wiped her hands on a dish towel, then twisted the cloth into a tight coil.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “I’ve heard you talking. Joan Mardike is linked to both of the dead women?”

      “She is.”

      “She has a motive?”

      “For Phyllis’s murder.”

      “And opportunity?”

      “I suppose. But why would Joan kill Carol Schneider?”

      “Who?” Aggie and Aunt Sis spoke in unison.

      I told them about Anarchy’s latest case.

      Aggie pursed her lips. “Do me a favor?”

      “Of course.”

      “When you go to the Plaza, be careful. There are three dead women. I don’t want you to be the fourth.”
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      Grace breezed into the kitchen before Aunt Sis and I left for the Plaza.

      “How was your game?” I asked.

      She grinned. “I won. Where are you going?”

      Aunt Sis, remarkably conservative in a pair of palazzo pants and a Thea Porter tunic, looked up from searching her handbag. “Swanson’s.”

      “May I come? Please?”

      “We’d love it.” What strange magic brewed that Grace chose to spend a Saturday afternoon with her mother and great aunt? “Do you need something?”

      Pink touched Grace’s cheeks. “Maybe we could look at dresses.”

      That blush spoke volumes. “What kind of dresses?”

      “Prom dresses.”

      “Did he ask you before or after you beat him?”

      “After.”

      Aunt Sis fished her lipstick from her purse. “The three of us shopping together? This will be a red-letter day.”

      “Go shower,” I told Grace. “We’ll wait.”

      “I’ll be fast.” She raced up the back stairs.

      “Do you like this boy?” asked Aunt Sis.

      He’d lost to Grace then asked her to a dance. “I do. More importantly, Grace likes him.”

      Thirty minutes later, I parked in the garage next to Swanson’s. “What are you shopping for, Aunt Sis?”

      “I’ll know it when I see it.” She spoke to the windshield, not me.

      This might be a long afternoon.

      We worked our way through Swanson’s. Beautiful fabrics. Beautiful clothes.

      Aunt Sis paused and lifted a hanger. “This.”

      “That? What’s the occasion?”

      Her eyes twinkled. “I’ll tell you later.”

      She appeared a few minutes later wearing the Nehru-inspired ensemble. A long tunic covered cigarette pants. Both pieces used a robin’s egg blue brocade with copper and metallic gold accents. Aunt Sis looked chic and funky and ridiculously happy.

      “That’s fabulous,” I said.

      “It’s a Mollie Parnis,” said Esme, my favorite saleswoman.

      Aunt Sis smoothed the tunic over her hips. “Really? She’s usually too conservative, but this is perfect.”

      “You look super cool, Aunt Sis,” said Grace. “What will you do for shoes?”

      “Gold sandals.”

      “Where are you wearing this cool outfit?” I had an inkling. If I was right, Mother might have a coronary.

      Aunt Sis turned up the twinkle in her eyes to crystal-chandelier brightness. “Let me hold onto my secret, Ellison.”

      That was all the confirmation I needed. Mother might dance a jig—until she spotted the Mollie Parnis. Aunt Sis’s outfit might cause Mother an aneurysm or at least a major heart event.

      “I promise, you’ll be the first—the second—to know.”

      Grace glanced at me, a question in her eyes.

      I merely shrugged. “Do you see anything you like, honey?”

      “Not yet. Can we look at Halls?”

      “Have I ever said no to Halls?” Never.

      Esme called for the alteration girl who pinched the pants’ waist and shortened the tunic’s cuffs.

      “When can you have it ready?” asked Aunt Sis.

      “Next Monday.”

      Aunt Sis frowned.

      “Can we expedite alterations, Esme?” I asked.

      “It won’t take long.” The woman who’d marked Aunt Sis’s cuffs spoke around the pins still in her mouth. “Friday?”

      “Much better,” said Aunt Sis. “Thank you. In the morning?”

      “If that suits you.”

      Aunt Sis bought the suit, and we rode the escalator to the first floor then crossed the street.

      Halls’ pink quartz walls glittered in the afternoon sun. The pet project of Joyce Hall, who’d turned peddling postcards into a greeting card empire, Halls Plaza was among my favorite stores.

      We entered Halls through the men’s department, cut through fine china (where sales associates gazed at us with red-rimmed eyes), and made our way to women’s clothes.

      Grace gravitated toward an organza peasant gown.

      “May I help you, Mrs. Russell?” Estelle, the saleswoman who’d offered us her assistance, was young and pretty and gave honest opinions (honesty mattered in saleswomen), but today she looked teary.

      “This must be a difficult day for everyone here.”

      She blinked, and her lips trembled. “It is.”

      “Were you close?”

      Estelle nodded.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s so—” she pressed her fingers to her lips and shook her head “—evil.”

      “I heard she was divorced?”

      Estelle nodded. “The nicest divorce anyone’s ever encountered. They met for lunch once a month.”

      So not the ex-husband. “Did she have any enemies?”

      “Not one. Everyone liked her.”

      “Was she seeing anyone?”

      Estelle paused. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded with too much enthusiasm.

      “Mom?” Grace held three gowns.

      “Prom?” Estelle managed a watery smile. “I’ll put those in a dressing room for you, Miss Russell.” She took the gowns from Grace and disappeared behind a three-way mirror.

      I glanced around the department. “Where’s Sis?”

      “She mentioned needing earrings.”

      “See anything else?”

      Grace shook her head.

      “Are you ready to try them?”

      “I am.”

      Estelle led us to the largest fitting room where she’d hung Grace’s choices in a neat row.

      I waited in the hall while Grace changed.

      “Ready,” she called.

      I opened the door.

      Grace wore an off-the-shoulder ruffled gown in Swiss dot. She wrinkled her nose. “Too sweet.”

      I disagreed. “If you say so.” I backed out of the dressing room.

      Estelle joined me in the hall. “How’s she doing?”

      “The Swiss dot is a no.”

      “Too young? Girls her age want to look older. They’re in a rush to grow up.”

      Estelle didn’t need to tell me. Grace slipped away a bit more each day.

      “Okay,” Grace called.

      This time she opened the door wearing a form-fitting red satin gown.

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Mooom.”

      “No.” The dress highlighted every curve. In it, she was sixteen going on twenty-five.

      She stared at me for long seconds as if time might change my mind. It wouldn’t.

      “Fine,” she huffed.

      “She saved the best for last,” said Estelle.

      I hoped so.

      “Is there anything I can pull for you, Mrs. Russell?”

      I quickly reviewed my plan for Phyllis’s funeral. A simple black dress with a scarf tied around my bruised neck. For Bobbi’s? Granted I wouldn’t be standing at a lectern, but people would still stare. “Maybe a dark dress? One I can wear with a scarf at my neck.”

      Estelle’s gaze shifted to my neck, and tears filled her eyes. “I have just the thing.” She hurried onto the sales floor.

      Grace opened the door. She wore the peasant gown and an enormous smile.

      “That’s the one?”

      “I think so. I really like it.” She twirled, and the skirt bloomed. “Can we look at Woolf’s before I decide?”

      “Of course. I’ll have Estelle hold this one for us.”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      Estelle returned bearing a charcoal gray tunic.

      “That’s perfect. I’ll try it. Grace loves the peasant gown but wants to run by Woolf’s. Please hold it for us?”

      “Of course, Mrs. Russell.”

      Grace changed into her jeans and vacated the fitting room, and I took her place.

      The gray dress didn’t need a thing. Not a hem, not a tuck, nothing.

      I emerged from the fitting room and handed my new dress to Estelle. “I’ll take it.”

      “On your account?”

      “Please.” I pulled my billfold from my handbag, found my charge plate, and handed the card to her.

      Estelle wrote the sales receipt.

      “I can’t get poor Carol out of my mind.”

      Estelle’s pen jerked.

      “You can’t think of anyone who’d want to harm her?”

      “No.” Estelle’s lips formed a firm line.

      “She wasn’t seeing anyone?”

      “I couldn’t say.”

      I suspected she could, but loyalty to her friend kept her silent.

      Was Carol having an affair? With whom? From a distance she looked like Joan Mardike. Had Jane Addison mistaken Carol for Joan? Had Carol and Stan been a couple?

      I signed for my dress, accepted the hanging bag, and searched out Grace. “Ready?”

      She nodded.

      “Let’s find Aunt Sis.”

      We located her in the jewel salon.

      She waved us over to the counter. “Which ones?”

      She pointed to a velvet cloth. Robin’s egg blue chalcedony and gold chandelier earrings lay next to diamond encrusted hoops.

      “To go with the Mollie Parnis?” I confirmed.

      “Yes.”

      “The blue ones.” Grace and I spoke as one.

      Aunt Sis completed her purchase. “I need shoes.”

      “This is quite the date you’re planning,” said Grace.

      Aunt Sis answered with a twinkle and a secret smile.

      “Why don’t you two head to Woolf’s? I want to stop by Joan’s.”

      Grace’s forehead wrinkled. “By yourself? Will you be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine.” Saturday shoppers crowded the sidewalks—no strangler could get close to me. “I’ll meet you in twenty minutes.”

      “If you’re not there, we’ll come looking.”

      “I’ll be there. Shoe department.”

      With a doubtful tilt to her head, Grace walked toward Woolf’s with Aunt Sis. I hurried around the corner to Joan’s shop.

      She looked up from a ledger when I walked in. She was pale, and lavender smudges darkened the skin beneath her eyes, but she smiled a welcome. “I thought you’d drop by.”

      “You heard what happened to Carol Schneider?”

      Joan’s expression turned grim. “I did.”

      “She looked like you.”

      “I know.” Joan dropped her pen onto the ledger’s pages and laced her fingers together. “I can’t think about that anymore.”

      Once again, my gaze caught on the size of her hands. “Can you think of any reason—”

      “I can’t. I spent last night staring at the ceiling and came up with nothing.”

      “You’re here by yourself?”

      “For the moment. Plaza security checks on me every fifteen minutes.”

      “You shouldn’t be alone.”

      She nodded toward the street outside her shop window. “There are so many police officers on the Plaza today, the shop is probably the safest place I can be. Besides, Bill will be back soon.”

      “Bill is here with you?”

      “He ordered lunch and went to pick it up.”

      Husbands. Priorities.

      “Promise me you’ll be careful.”

      She nodded.

      “Did you know her?” I asked.

      “Carol?”

      “Mmmm.”

      “I’d met her.”

      “Is there any chance she and Stan—”

      Joan wrinkled her nose. “Anything’s possible, but she was young and attractive.”

      “A man’s age matters less when there’s a checkbook involved.”

      “You’re right,” she ceded. “It’s possible.”

      The door to the shop opened and two women entered.

      I left Joan to help her new customers and walked toward Woolf’s, lost in thought. Was there a reason Stan might want Carol dead? It wasn’t as if she could tell his wife about their affair. I stopped on the sidewalk and squeezed my eyes shut. Who? Why? Three dead women, no clear motive, and my best suspect was a woman I genuinely liked.

      A breeze snuck past the scarf tied at my neck, and I shivered and hurried to Woolf’s.
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      We arrived home, and Aggie opened the back door before our feet touched the stoop.

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing.” The skin at the corner of her eye twitched. “Mrs. Walford has called six times.”

      Uh-oh. “Did she leave a message?”

      “She expects you for brunch at the club at eleven thirty tomorrow morning. She’s out for the rest of the day, but you’re to call and leave a message confirming.”

      Aunt Sis grinned and patted my shoulder. “Have fun, dear.”

      “Mrs. Walford asked me to tell you she included Mr. Thayer in the invitation. He accepted.”

      Aunt Sis’s grin ran away.

      “Me, too?” asked Grace.

      “She specified a family brunch.”

      “Sounds fun.” Sounding bright took effort. Effort required coffee. I stepped into the kitchen and winked at Mr. Coffee. “What’s everyone doing tonight?”

      Aggie smoothed her kaftan. “Mac and I have tickets to a jazz concert. There’s a roast in the oven. Just take it out when the timer dings.”

      “Hodge is taking me to a party.”

      Aunt Sis twinkled (she couldn’t help it). “Gordon’s taking me to the American Restaurant for dinner.”

      “That means you’ll be home alone,” said Grace.

      “Max will be with me. And Pansy.” I turned to Aggie. “Did Prudence call?”

      “Not a word.”

      The dogs’ gazes begged me not to call her.

      “What a mess.”

      “I’ll cancel, Mom. You shouldn’t be alone.”

      “You will not cancel. I will curl up on the couch, watch TV, and write thank-you notes. Doors locked. Dogs on alert. Completely safe.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. Besides, Anarchy will come home.” Eventually.

      No one moved.

      “Go.” I shooed them along. “Get ready. I’ll be fine.”

      “But—”

      I cut off Grace’s objection. “Go.”

      Grace huffed up the stairs.

      “She worries.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      Aunt Sis’s brows rose to an insulting height.

      “I’ll lock the doors, keep the dogs with me, and stash my gun in my pocket.”

      “I can stay home.”

      “Has he asked you yet?”

      “Not officially.”

      “And he’s taking you to the American? No way are you skipping that dinner. Go. Get ready. Change your clothes. Freshen your makeup. Comb your hair.”

      “I hate leaving you.”

      “I’ll manage,” I said dryly.

      Aunt Sis ceded and climbed the stairs.

      “I can cancel.”

      “Don’t you start too. I could do with some time alone.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Positive.”

      In the next hour my daughter, my aunt, and my housekeeper left on dates. I took the roast out of the oven and carved myself a slice, added a roast potato and a handful of carrots to my plate, and ate at the kitchen counter.

      “Don’t even think about going for that roast,” I warned Pansy.

      I don’t trust her, said Mr. Coffee.

      That made two of us.

      She’s a bad influence.

      I glanced at the dogs who wore matching angelic expressions.

      “If you stay—”

      Pansy’s tail wagged wildly.

      “—there are ground rules.”

      She grinned.

      “You follow the rules, or you get sent to obedience training.”

      She glanced at Max. Was I serious?

      He yawned. She’s been threatening me for years.

      “This time I mean it.”

      Ding dong.

      I rose from my stool. “You two are coming with me.” Leaving them alone with the cooling roast tempted fate.

      With a gun in my pocket and two dogs at my heels, I approached the door.

      The front light illuminated Anarchy, casting deep shadows beneath his eyes and drawing lines from his nose to the corner of his lips.

      Seeing him loosened anxious knots in my neck and shoulders. I pulled open the door. “Hi.”

      He smiled at me. “Hi.”

      “Aggie made a roast. Are you hungry? Wait—” I glanced around the empty front hall “—where did the dogs go?” I ran to the kitchen.

      Pansy stood on her hind legs and reached for the roasting pan.

      “No!”

      She ignored me.

      Anarchy closed his hand around her collar and tugged.

      I pushed the roasting pan well out of her reach. “You are a naughty dog.”

      Pansy grinned.

      “Want to go to obedience training?” Not an idle threat.

      “A dog trainer?” Anarchy asked.

      “A three-week intensive.”

      Max regarded me in horror.

      “No roast beef for you two.”

      “Have you talked to Prudence?”

      I handed him a knife. “Will you carve?

      As he sliced the roast, I watched the dogs.

      Max’s brows wrinkled with worry.

      Pansy focused on the roast.

      “She’s pretty,” I said to Max. “But how smart is she?”

      He grumbled.

      “We haven’t heard a word from Prudence. Aggie thinks she let Pansy go on purpose.” I held out a clean plate.

      Anarchy transferred two perfectly cooked and cut slices and added potatoes, onions, and carrots. “Aggie may be right.”

      Pansy’s tail wagged.

      “How was your day?” A stunningly domestic question—one I wanted back.

      “Frustrating. Those with motives have alibis.”

      “Wine?”

      “Please.”

      “Red?”

      Anarchy nodded, and I poured him a glass.

      We sat side by side at the island and ate.

      “What did you do today?”

      “Shopping with Aunt Sis and Grace.”

      “Buy anything?”

      “A dress I can wear to funerals.”

      “That’ll come in handy.”

      We smiled at each other over our wine glasses’ rims.

      “I think Carol Schneider was having an affair with Stan Goddard.”

      “Wow. Why?”

      “Because Jane Addison said Joan was. But Jinx said she wasn’t. And Jinx is usually right. But what if Jane saw Carol with Stan and mistook her for Joan?”

      Anarchy closed his eyes.

      “Also, Estelle behaved strangely when I asked her about Carol.”

      “Estelle?” Anarchy’s eyes opened, and I stared into their coffee-brown depths.

      “The saleswoman at Halls.”

      “You went to Halls?”

      “We went shopping.” Halls was part of the experience.

      “Is that where you bought the dress?”

      “It is.”

      “Where else did you go?”

      “Swanson’s, where Aunt Sis bought a darling Mollie Parnis ensemble. Woolf Brothers—Aunt Sis found darling sandals, and Harzfeld’s—I found the perfect scarf to go with my new dress. Oh, and I stopped at Joan’s shop.” Anarchy looked dazed, so I pressed on. “About last night…”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t.” I held up a hand. “Don’t apologize. Someone was murdered. You had to work. But what did you mean to tell me?”

      Anarchy looked at his near-empty plate. “I’ve told you about my family.”

      A brother. A sister. Two parents. “Yes.”

      “I didn’t give you the full picture.”

      “Oh?” My fingers gripped the counter’s edge.

      Anarchy noticed and peeled them away, claiming my hand. “You’ve heard what they say about generational wealth?”

      “Something like seventy percent is gone in the second generation, by the third generation ninety percent.”

      “I’m fourth generation.”

      “I don’t care if you don’t have any money.”

      Anarchy rubbed his face. “The thing is—”

      “Yes?”

      “I do. My great-grandfather set up trusts.”

      “Your big secret is you’re rich?” That couldn’t be it.

      “You know a thing or two about family expectations.”

      I did.

      “My parents—my father—expected me to do something noble. Stage sit-ins to save trees or write folk songs or write books to raise the collective conscience.”

      I kept my lips sealed and waited for more.

      “They hate that I’m a cop. They don’t understand.” The pain in Anarchy’s eyes swept away the trite reply that poised on the tip of my tongue.

      “Why spend my days enforcing big brother’s rules when I don’t have to?”

      Mother would see it differently. Why spend his days with the dregs of humanity when he didn’t have to?

      His family was wrong. Mother was wrong. “You found a useful way to give back to society. That’s admirable.”

      “My family doesn’t agree. We don’t speak.”

      “They’re idiots.”

      He scooched his stool closer to mine—closer to me. Close enough for me to smell the traces of his aftershave.

      “I think—” Anarchy was nothing like Henry. Nothing. I could trust him. With my life, with my heart. “I think you’re the best man I’ve ever known.”

      Our gazes caught and the air between us danced with electricity.

      My lips parted.

      Brnng brnng.

      “It’s Mother.”

      His hold on my hands kept me on the stool. “How do you know?”

      “The ring, it’s strident. Also, I forgot to call her back.”

      He ran the pad of his thumb across my cheek. “Are you going to answer?”

      I made a choice. “She can leave a message on the machine.”
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      Mother watched us cross the crowded dining room. Was the tightness in her mouth due to Grace’s short skirt or Aunt Sis’s vibrant Thea Porter kaftan? My navy suit and silk blouse with a jaunty bow couldn’t be responsible for that disapproving expression.

      I stopped at a table where Libba brunched with Daisy, her husband, and their children. “Good morning.”

      Daisy’s husband stood immediately, and Daisy’s oldest reluctantly rose. Her youngest boy took the opportunity to flick scrambled eggs at his middle sister.

      “Stop that. Now.” Daisy used her best approximation of Mother’s voice. It didn’t carry the terror-inducing power that Mother’s did, and the boy reloaded his spoon and turned to another sister.

      “That egg leaves that spoon, and you don’t leave your room for a week.”

      The boy glanced at his father, measured his resolve, and rested the spoon on his plate.

      Libba sucked on the straw extending from her bloody Mary.

      I smiled and nodded toward the window which revealed a golf course painted with spring sunshine. “Lovely day.”

      “Is it?” Libba’s eyes narrowed. “You seem chipper.”

      “I won’t keep you. Enjoy your Sunday.”

      I took a small step and Libba’s hand grasped my wrist. Tightly. “Did you see?” she whispered.

      “See what?”

      “Stan Goddard, four o’clock.”

      I couldn’t turn and stare. “Who’s he with?”

      “His brother and sister-in-law. Stan looks like death warmed over.”

      “Losing Phyllis has been hard on him.”

      Libba smiled at Daisy’s passel of children, then whispered, “Ladies’ lounge in twenty.”

      “Fine.”

      I said my goodbyes to Daisy’s brood—Enjoy your Sunday. Enjoy your brunch—and caught up with Grace and Aunt Sis at Mother’s table.

      Daddy rose and pulled out Aunt Sis’s chair.

      Grace and I managed on our own.

      “What are you sitting on, Grace?” Mother used her scandalized voice.

      Grace’s forehead creased, and she looked at her lap. “A chair.”

      “All the girls are wearing their skirts shorter these days.” I kept my tone mild.

      “All the girls? If all the girls went skydiving, would you let Grace do that too?”

      “Lighten up, Frances,” said Aunt Sis. “Grace looks lovely.”

      “In our day—”

      “Our day was forty years ago. Times and fashions have changed.”

      Mother glanced at Daddy who’d resumed his seat.

      My father had better sense than to engage in a debate over skirt lengths. “Grace always looks pretty.”

      Having lost the skirmish, Mother switched battles. “You weren’t in church this morning.” She parceled out her scowl—a sliver for Grace, a third for Aunt Sis, and the remainder—the largest part—for her daughter who should have attended Sunday services.

      “Grace and Aunt Sis had dates last night. We slept in.”

      Mother turned her laser vision on Grace. “A date? With whom?”

      “Hodge James.” Grace smiled her way around his name. “Would you please pass the lavosh?”

      “Jonathan’s son?” Mother took a tiny sip of bloody Mary. “How long have you been seeing him?”

      Daddy passed Grace the bread.

      She helped herself, snapped a piece of the crisp cracker in half, and put the sections on her butter plate. “A couple of weeks.”

      “Ellison, why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I’ve been busy.” Also, Grace didn’t appreciate gossip.

      “The gala was a week ago.” Mother ignored two bodies and a trip to the hospital. Instead, she narrowed her eyes. “Have you finished writing thank-you notes?”

      “Almost,” I lied.

      “Hodge James,” Mother murmured. Then she smiled her approval.

      Grace broke off a small piece of lavosh and buttered it. “He asked me to prom.”

      Mother beamed. She was still beaming when Gordon arrived and presented her with a box of chocolates. “Sorry I’m late.” He exchanged a secret smile with Aunt Sis.

      Mother accepted the chocolates. “These look delicious, and you’re not late.” He was. “We’re delighted you could join us.”

      Gordon took the empty chair next to Sis’s and searched for her hand. “Did you tell them?”

      “Tell us what?” Mother’s brows rose.

      “Sis has agreed to marry me.”

      Mother’s jaw dropped (good thing the table was there to stop its fall). Her eyes bugged. She blinked, shook her head, and blinked again.

      “Aunt Sis!” I leaned over and kissed my aunt’s cheek. “Best wishes.”

      “Congratulations, Gordon. Wonderful news.” Daddy nodded at a passing waiter. The young man stopped, and Daddy said, “A bottle of Champagne and six glasses.”

      Aunt Sis pushed back the length of her kaftan’s left sleeve and held out her hand.

      A diamond the size of an aircraft carrier sparkled on her ring finger.

      Mother’s eyes widened. “Have you set a date?”

      Aunt Sis nodded, and a wicked smile curled her lips. “We have.”

      “When?” Mother’s jaw snapped into place and she sorted through her mental Rolodex, arranging the florist, booking the club, choosing a wedding cake, finding a dress.

      “Friday.”

      Mother sat back in her chair and did the blink-shake-blink thing again. “Friday? You can’t get married Friday.”

      “We can.” Aunt Sis smiled at Gordon. “We’ve spent too long apart.”

      “But the church—”

      “We’ll be married at City Hall,” said Gordon. “Mayor Wheeler agreed to officiate.”

      “Friday.” Blink. Shake. Blink. “But the reception? There’s no way—”

      “Much as I love a party, we’ll celebrate the wedding with a family dinner on Friday night. I hope you’ll come.”

      “Of course I’ll be there.” An army of spiders couldn’t keep Mother away. “But—”

      “It’s what I want, Frances.”

      “It’s what we both want.” Gordon gazed at Sis with I’m-the-luckiest-man-in-the-world eyes. “We’ll have a big party later in the year. Besides, we leave for Paris early Saturday morning.”

      Blink. Shake. Blink. “Paris?” Mother’s voice was a ghost of its usual self.

      “April in Paris,” Gordon replied. “We need to hurry. There’s not much April left.”

      “Paris is always a good idea.” I quoted Audrey Hepburn.

      A mistake since it brought Mother’s attention. “Did you know about this?”

      Suspect? Yes. Know? “I did not.”

      The waiter arrived with the Champagne and showed Daddy the bottle.

      Daddy nodded, and the waiter popped the cork.

      Heads turned.

      The waiter poured six glasses (Daddy included Grace, and I didn’t argue) and served each of us.

      When he left us, Daddy raised his glass. “To Sis and Gordon. We wish you every happiness. Gordon, welcome to the family.”

      We clinked glasses and sipped our Champagne.

      People at nearby tables stared openly.

      “Where will you live?” asked Mother.

      “Kansas City, Vail, and Key West,” Gordon replied. “Depending on the weather.”

      “Don’t forget Ibiza,” said Aunt Sis.

      “That’s right, dear. Your house. I can’t wait to see it. How’s the weather there in March?”

      “A bit chilly. It’s better in the summer.”

      “Let’s spend July in Ibiza.”

      Aunt Sis glanced at Mother. “Of course, we’ll be in Kansas City for holidays.”

      “Of course.” Mother’s voice was faint. Mother’s voice was never faint.

      “It sounds marvelous to me.” I smiled at my aunt. “I plan on visiting you wherever you are.”

      “You and Grace are always welcome.”

      “We’ve never been to Key West, Mom.”

      “Come over Christmas break,” said Gordon. “The week after Christmas. The weather will be perfect.”

      “Can we?” Grace’s eyes pleaded with me.

      “Of course.”

      Mother’s lips pinched. How had I finagled an invitation to Gordon’s Key West house before she did?

      I snuck a peek at my watch. “Would you please excuse me?” I stood. “Don’t get up.”

      Daddy and Gordon ignored my request and stood.

      I left them, weaved through the dining room, and passed too close to Jane Addison’s table.

      “Ellison,” she called. “What are you celebrating?” Jane’s eyes glittered like a robin with a juicy worm caught in its beak.

      “Happy news.” I didn’t stop.

      My trajectory took me past the table where Stan sat with his brother.

      The poor man looked haggard. I stopped. I had to. “Stan—” What did one say to a man who made zombies look healthy?

      “Stan told us you’re reading at Phyllis’s service.” Christopher Goddard rose from the table. “That’s kind of you.” He glanced at his brother who stared at the omelet on his plate as if it contained the secrets to the universe. “We appreciate it.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.” Trite sentiments were a godsend. “Your family is in my thoughts and prayers.”

      “Thank you,” said Christopher. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I continued to the ladies’ lounge where Libba waited for me with the patience of a hungry toddler.

      “Took you long enough,” she said.

      “Crowded room.” I shrugged and checked my lipstick. “I stopped at Stan’s table. He’s in bad shape.”

      “And how.” Libba glanced in the mirror, frowned, and picked a piece of egg from her hair.

      “Why are you brunching with Daisy’s children?” Libba usually avoided children.

      “I’m Margot’s godmother and her birthday is Tuesday. We’re celebrating.” She spoke through gritted teeth.

      “What did you give her?”

      “A doll and ten shares of IBM.”

      I nodded my approval. Libba might fail on her promise to help guide her goddaughter in faith, but her fabulous gifts made up for it. “You’re a good godmother.”

      “I know.” Libba studied my reflection in the mirror. “What’s up with you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What do you mean?” she mimicked. Then she poked a finger at me. “You’re glowing.”

      “Glowing?” I too studied my reflection.

      “Don’t deny it. You worked things out with Anarchy.”

      I didn’t reply.

      “Well?” she demanded.

      “Well what?”

      “Did you, or didn’t you?”

      “Do what?”

      “Don’t be coy, Ellison.”

      The lounge door swung open and Nan Roddingham came in.

      Libba and I both tightened our holds on our handbags.

      Nan was a lovely woman. Funny. Charming. A complete kleptomaniac.

      She blinked when she saw me. “Is it true?”

      “Is what true, Nan?”

      “Is your aunt marrying Gordon Thayer?”

      “What?” Libba skewered me with her gaze. “You didn’t tell me?”

      “It’s true.”

      Nan smiled sweetly. “Gordon is a lucky man.”

      Kansas City’s divorcées and widows might say Aunt Sis was the lucky one. She’d landed—in a few days—the man they’d all pined after for years.

      “I hope he’ll make her very happy.”

      “They’re head over heels in love.”

      “When were you going to tell me?” Libba demanded.

      “You were the one who wanted to discuss glows.”

      Libba grumbled.

      I laughed. I couldn’t help it. Despite three dead bodies, tomorrow’s reading, and Pansy’s continued presence in my house, everything seemed right with the world.
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      “Ellison!”

      I turned.

      Stan stood behind us. In the direct sunlight of the parking lot, he looked worse than he had inside the clubhouse. Red lines webbed the whites of his eyes, and the smudges beneath those eyes were as purple as the bruises on my neck. Also, his shoulders slumped as if he carried a heavy burden.

      How certain was Anarchy of Stan’s alibi? To me, the man looked guilty. Of something.

      “Hi, Stan.”

      He opened his mouth, but no words came out.

      I handed Grace the car keys. “Grab the car, honey?”

      She looked doubtfully at Stan.

      “See you in a minute, Grace.”

      Stan watched her walk away then rubbed his face with both his hands. “I didn’t kill my wife.”

      “No one thinks you did. You have an alibi.”

      “I didn’t want her dead.”

      Okay.

      “Is Christopher still here?” I asked.

      “Christopher doesn’t understand.”

      “Understand what?”

      “What it’s like. No one does.”

      “Have you talked to Ted Ivens? I bet he understands. You two might help each other.”

      Stan stiffened. “No.”

      “Are you sure? You’re enduring the same hardships.”

      “No!”

      I needed to avoid parking lots. Nothing good happened in parking lots. I found bodies. Men deranged with grief wanted answers I didn’t have. “Stan.” I used the voice I saved for times Grace had the flu—empathetic, concerned, caring.

      “I didn’t kill her.”

      Could I get in the car and leave Stan alone in the parking lot? I could not.

      I laid my hand on his arm. “Let’s find Christopher.”

      “Christopher?”

      “Your brother.”

      “He doesn’t understand.”

      Neither did I—Stan’s disintegrating psyche was beyond my capabilities. He might need a doctor. No might about it. “Let’s find him anyway.”

      “She follows me,” Stan mumbled.

      That stopped me. “Who follows you?”

      “I didn’t kill my wife.”

      “I believe you, Stan. Who’s following you?”

      “You don’t understand.”

      “So explain it to me.”

      “I can’t.” He shook off my hand and stumbled toward a black Mercedes.

      “Stan!”

      “What?” He tilted his head as if I’d disturbed him.

      “You can’t drive.”

      “Of course I can.” He patted his pockets, and his face fell. “My keys are gone.”

      “Let’s find Christopher. I bet he has your keys.”

      I expected an argument, but Stan’s shoulders slumped to his knees and he nodded. Together we walked into the clubhouse.

      “There you are!” Christopher’s wife Laura wore a pinched expression that relaxed when she saw us.

      “Stan’s misplaced his keys.”

      She barked a short, frustrated laugh. “Thank you, Ellison.”

      With Stan safely stashed with his family, I returned to the parking lot.

      Grace idled next to the door.

      I opened the passenger’s door. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Is he okay?” Grace drove down the long drive at a sedate pace.

      “No. He’s not. Christopher should investigate clinics after the funeral.”

      “I’ve never seen anyone fall apart like that.”

      I nodded. I couldn’t help but note Stan’s descent into absolute cuckoo, which began with Phyllis’s death, took serious hold with Carol’s.

      Grace played with the radio, pausing at Phoebe Snow’s “Poetry Man.”

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “It’s about a cheater.”

      She fiddled with the dial, and B.J. Thomas sang “Another Somebody Done Somebody Wrong Song.” “No?”

      “No.”

      Again she fiddled. Barry Manilow came on. We sang “It’s a Miracle” with him. With gusto.

      Grace pulled into the drive but braked near the street. “Whose car is that?”

      “No idea, but I have a bad feeling.”

      Grace parked near the door, and I sat for an extra twenty seconds. I didn’t need another problem.

      “Maybe someone’s delivering something,” Grace suggested.

      “It’s a Lincoln. Too nice to be a delivery vehicle.” With a sigh, I got out of the car.

      “Do you think it’s Ms. Davies?”

      Ugh. “It could be.”

      “Max will be heartbroken.”

      The front door opened, and Prudence exited my home. Alone.

      She paused, and we stared at each other.

      “I dropped off Pansy’s things.”

      “You what?” Blink. Shake. Blink.

      “You said you’d keep her.”

      I tilted my head. Had everyone in the city lost their minds? “You’re giving me Pansy?”

      “You took her,” Prudence accused.

      “Not exactly. I kept her. What’s going on, Prudence?”

      She lifted her chin. “Mother doesn’t like her. She barks and digs and hides things in the sofa cushions. She’s not welcome. But if I leave Mother’s, I’ll need a job. If I work, Pansy will be cooped up all day. She’d be miserable. She’s better off with—she’s better off here.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Prudence wiped under her eyes. “I’m sure.”

      “Thank you.”

      Her eyes widened. “Are you mocking me?”

      “No. The opposite.” Prudence doing something selfless? Who’d have thunk it? “Thank you for caring about Pansy and for trusting me to take care of her.”

      She sniffed. “You’re welcome.” Then, with her nose planted firmly in the air, she brushed past me, climbed into her car, and drove away.

      “That was weird,” said Grace.

      “You have no idea.”

      Max and Pansy met us at the front door. They wore matching grins, and Pansy’s long tail wagged so fast her fur blurred.

      “Happy to be staying?”

      Woof!

      “I have rules, Pansy.”

      She gave me a doggy eyeroll. Yeah, right.

      “I wasn’t kidding about obedience training.”

      Woof! You’d send this face away? She regarded me with her enormous grin and liquid eyes.

      “Stay off my kitchen counters. No digging. Come when you’re called.”

      Grace handed me my keys, crouched, and rubbed behind Pansy’s ears.

      Pansy’s whole back end quivered with delight.

      Two dogs. One was a challenge. What had I done? Still, it was impossible not to smile at Grace and the smiling dogs.

      Grace looked up at me from her spot on the floor. “You seem happier today.”

      “Do I?”

      She studied me for a moment. “You sang a love song in the car.”

      “Did I?”

      She nodded. “And you were nice to Ms. Davies.”

      “She gave us her dog.”

      “Your cheeks are pink.”

      “I’m wearing blush.”

      Her eyes widened with realization. “You and Anarchy. It’s about time.”

      “We talked.”

      “About?”

      “Since when are you so nosy?”

      “I’ve always been nosy.” She grinned at me. “I want you to be happy.”

      “Thank you, honey. That’s what I want for you. And I’ve been thinking.”

      “Oh?”

      “I am happy. I have a career I love. I have you. I have wonderful friends. I have Mother and Daddy. My happiness doesn’t depend on a man.”

      “What about Anarchy?”

      “If Anarchy went back to San Francisco, I’d be sad, but I’d be okay. I wouldn’t fall apart like Mr. Goddard.”

      “I never thought you would.”

      That made one of us.

      “Are you a couple now?”

      Ding dong.

      I opened the front door.

      Anarchy stood on the front stoop, and I couldn’t ignore the rightness that filled me when I saw him.

      “You look nice,” he said.

      “Brunch at the club.”

      “Ah.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek.

      Grace stood. And grinned. “I have homework.” She ran up the front stairs with the dogs at her heels.

      “What’s up with her?”

      “His name is Hodge. How’s the investigation?”

      “We’re nowhere. The motives and opportunities don’t match.”

      “At least Gordon is cleared.”

      “Gordon?”

      I nodded. “He was with us when Carol Schneider died.”

      Anarchy’s face clouded. “Carol was killed in the afternoon, her body stashed in her car. She’d been dead for hours when we found her.”

      I’d pictured Carol like Bobbi—slumped on chilly pavement. “So Gordon could have killed her?” My stomach, filled with country club brunch, churned.

      “I suppose. But why would he?”
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      I arrived at the church early, sat in the car, and stared at the dark side of a stained-glass window. My thoughts tripped over each other in their eagerness to beat against my brain.

      Phyllis’s body lay in that church.

      Had Gordon Thayer killed her?

      He couldn’t have, Sis loved him. And Gordon had an alibi for Carol’s death. Could he have paid someone to kill her?

      No. Of course not.

      If not Gordon, who?

      I plodded inside without an answer.

      The reverend stood in the narthex. He greeted me with a warm handshake. “Ellison, thank you for doing this.”

      I offered him a weak excuse for a smile.

      “How’s Grace?”

      “Fine, thank you. How’s your family?”

      “The kids get bigger every day.”

      “That they do.”

      “Stan and his brother and sister-in-law are in the front room if you’d like to—”

      “I’ll speak with them after the service.”

      Reverend North’s answering grimace said he understood human frailties. Human frailties such as being too cowardly to face a grieving widower who reeked of desperation.

      “I’ll sit near the front.”

      I left him, found an empty pew five rows back, and claimed an aisle seat.

      “Scooch,” Mother directed.

      “I can’t.” I stood and waved her into the pew. “I’m getting up during the service.”

      She nodded with poor grace and took a seat a few feet from the aisle. Then she reviewed my clothes—a black dress, black pumps, nude hose, pearl earrings, and a muted Hermès scarf at my neck. Unable to find fault, she sighed. “Ellison, you’re blocking the aisle.”

      I reclaimed my seat. “I didn’t realize you’d be here.”

      “The reception.” Mother took charge of coffee and cookies, making certain there were plenty of both. The job included policing cookie consumption—one look from Mother could stay the hand of all but the most determined gluttons. “My car is in the shop, and your father dropped me off. You can take me home when it’s over.”

      I hadn’t planned on staying till the end, but one quick glance at the determined set of Mother’s chin told me resistance was futile. “I’d be delighted.”

      “We need to discuss your aunt.”

      Now? “What about her?”

      “She can’t get married on Friday. What will she wear?”

      A Mollie Parnis pantsuit that would make Mother’s head spin like the little girl in The Exorcist. “That’s Sis’s problem.”

      Mother stared at her hands in her lap. “It’s too fast.”

      My heart stuttered. “Do you have reservations about Gordon?”

      “There have been whispers.”

      Oh, dear. “About?”

      “The women in his life. So many. I wonder, can he be monogamous?”

      “What women?”

      “Bobbi Ivens and that woman who died.”

      “Phyllis?”

      Mother scowled at me. “Not Phyllis. We’re at Phyllis’s funeral. I’m not likely to forget her name.” She glanced at the flower-covered coffin. “Although I heard they had a fling a few years ago. The other woman.”

      “I need more to go on.”

      “She worked at Halls.”

      Oh, dear Lord. “Gordon had an affair with Carol Schneider?”

      “That’s her.”

      “Gordon and Carol?” My mind refused to wrap around the idea. “No!”

      “That’s what I said.”

      I slumped.

      “What’s wrong with you? Sit up.” Mother’s posture was yardstick-down-her-back perfect.

      I ignored her and lowered my head to my hands.

      “Good morning, Ellison, Mrs. Walford.” I lifted my gaze to Ted Ivens’ sympathetic face. “You okay?”

      “Fine.” Not fine. Sickened. Worried. On the verge of tears. “How are you?”

      “I’m taking one day at a time. Phyllis’s funeral today, Bobbi’s tomorrow. The next day, I’ll begin the business of grieving.”

      Mother nodded her approval.

      The business of grieving? The idea rubbed the wrong way. Grieving wasn’t a business, it was a raw wound.

      “We’re so sorry about Bobbi.” Mother donned a sympathetic expression and patted the silver helmet that passed for hair. “What a terrible loss.”

      “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

      “Such a tragedy. But Ellison’s friend is good at catching killers. Does he have any leads, dear?”

      “If he does, he hasn’t shared them with me.”

      “You’re sure?” said Mother.

      Ted stared at me as if I held the answer to his wife’s murder.

      “Positive. Anarchy hasn’t told me a thing.” I crossed my fingers beneath the folds of my skirt and said a silent prayer—please, not Gordon.

      Ted took a seat across the aisle.

      I stared straight ahead—please, not Gordon.

      “Are you nervous?” Mother asked.

      “No, why?”

      “You’re quiet.”

      “We’re in church.”

      The organist played the first notes of a hymn and the hushed voices behind us fell silent.

      Stan shuffled up the aisle with Christopher grasping one elbow and Laura the other. A St. John-clad woman with a kind face and curly brown hair followed them—presumably the relation for whom they’d postponed the service.

      “He looks awful,” Mother whispered. “Poor man.”

      We sang. Reverend North said a few words. And it was my turn.

      I rose and took my spot behind the lectern.

      “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want.” I gazed at the congregation.

      Libba sat with Jinx and George. Joan and Bill Mardike sat three rows behind them. Joan was pale and dry-eyed. Bill looked bored.

      “He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.”

      Anarchy stood at the nave’s rear wall and studied the people who filled the pews.

      “He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name's sake.”

      Stan lowered his head to his hands and cried.

      “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me.”

      Mother glanced at her watch.

      “Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.”

      Ted Ivens picked at his cuticles.

      “Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life—” I spotted Gordon seated near the back with his face set in a scowl “—and I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.”

      Done. I released my grip on the edge of the lectern and tottered to my seat.

      “Not terrible.” Mother damned with faint praise.

      I tugged at the scarf which had seemed too tight when I read and repeated my silent prayer. Please, not Gordon.

      “What’s wrong?” Mother demanded.

      “Remind me never to do that again.” I closed my eyes and let the rest of the service wash over me unheard.

      “Get up.” Mother poked me in the ribs. Hard.

      I flinched and lurched to my feet.

      Stan and his family filed past, and Mother and I followed them.

      “Did you hear a word of that service?”

      “No,” I admitted.

      “You didn’t miss much. Reverend North hardly knew Phyllis.” She tsked her disapproval. “Mark my words, this is what happens when you don’t attend church—you get a generic funeral.”

      As threats went, that one was weak.

      “I’m needed.” Mother left me standing in line to see the family. Laura, Christopher, and Stan stood inside the door of the basement reception room. The line to see them would soon double back on itself then snake up the stairs.

      Being among the first to exit the service held advantages. I didn’t wait in line.

      “Ellison—” Laura took my hands in hers and kissed the air next to my cheek “—thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” I glanced at Stan. “How is he?”

      “Not good,” she whispered. “Christopher convinced him to take a Valium, but he’s a mess.”

      “He’s lucky to have you and Christopher.”

      “We do what we can.” She gave a quick squeeze then released my hands.

      The woman next to Laura extended her hand. “I’m Ellen Byron, Phyllis’s first cousin.”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      “You did a nice job with the reading.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You date a homicide detective.”

      “I do.”

      A dull flush rose to her cheeks. “Can we talk when this is over?”

      “Of course.”

      She nodded. “I’ll find you.”

      “I’ll be here.” I moved on to Christopher.

      “Ellison, thank you.” He skipped the handshake and wrapped me in a hug.

      “Whatever I can do.” I shifted my gaze to Stan. He stared over Janet Black’s head as if she weren’t there.

      Janet could talk for an hour without saying anything. She yammered on—and on—happily unaware she’d impeded the line’s flow.

      Christopher shifted his weight and wrung his hands.

      “Janet,” I said. “How lovely to see you. Stan, you’re in my thoughts.” I tucked my hand into Janet’s arm and pulled her away from the widower.

      Christopher rewarded me with a grateful smile.

      “Shall we grab a cookie?” I asked the chatterbox.

      “I couldn’t,” said Janet. “I’m on a diet. I’ve lost five pounds but still have ten more to go. So nice of you to read. But you found her, didn’t you? Just the most awful thing. Can you imagine? And it happened to Bobbi, too. I heard there’s a woman on the Plaza who was strangled. What’s this world coming to?” Her gaze settled on my neck. “Oh my stars, I forgot. Someone attacked you. It’s like that Hitchcock movie. Psycho? No that’s not it. What are the names of his films?”

      “Frenzy,” I suggested.

      “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “Rope?”

      Her hands rose to her throat, and she shivered. “Nope. The one with Fred McMurray?”

      “Do you mean Double Indemnity?” Not Hitchcock.

      “No. It’ll come to me.” Her face puckered with effort.

      “I think I’ll grab a cookie. So nice to see you, Janet.” I slipped away before we ran through every film Hitchcock ever made.

      Libba found me next to the lemon coolers. “Nice job.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Are you ready?” She nodded toward the exit.

      “Mother asked me to take her home.”

      “You’ll be here for hours.”

      “I know.” I scanned the room.

      “Anarchy’s not down yet.”

      “Am I that obvious?”

      “To me.”

      “How’s Jimmy?”

      “As young and energetic as ever. What’s wrong?”

      “Why do you think something’s wrong?”

      “You look constipated or like you have a migraine or both.”

      “Thank you.” My voice was dry.

      Libba held up her hands and spread her fingers. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      A new, not-yet-formed thought had joined the cacophony in my brain—I glanced toward Laura, Ellen, Christopher, and Stan—something related to Hitchcock.

      Libba waited till Mother looked away then snatched three lemon coolers.

      “She has eyes in the back of her head.”

      “True.” Libba’s and my friendship stretched back to toddlerhood—she was familiar with Mother’s see-all abilities. “But those eyes need glasses.”

      “I wouldn’t bet on it.”

      Libba popped a cookie in her mouth and disappeared into the crowd.

      I faded to the edges of the reception.

      The line of people ready to offer trite condolences snaked halfway to St. Louis. Stan faltered with seventy-five people still waiting.

      Someone brought him a chair.

      Now the people who shook his hand and offered their sympathies loomed above him.

      Was Janet Black in line a second time?

      Could Stan survive it?

      Stan stared at Ted Ivens and his body tensed. His jaw worked. An emotion broke through the haze of pharmaceuticals and flashed in his eyes. Grief? Regret? Anger?

      In that instant I knew. Knew.

      Wishful thinking?

      Quite possibly.

      I put facts and impressions together like jigsaw pieces. I managed the border, but the center eluded me.

      Where was Anarchy? I scanned the remaining mourners. Not in the basement.

      I crossed the room and climbed the stairs.

      “Ellison.” A hand on my arm stopped me before I reached the landing.

      I held my free hand to my heart. “Ted, you startled me.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I need some air.”

      “Me too. Mind if I join you?”

      “Actually, I should tell Mother where I’m going. I’m her ride home and if she thinks I’ve left without her, she’ll be furious.”

      Ted’s grip on my arm remained firm. “She’s so busy policing cookies, she won’t notice you’re gone.”

      “Ted—” I stared at the spot where his fingers circled my forearm “—you’re hurting me. Please let go.”

      “You have a terrible poker face.”

      “I’ll work on that.”

      “You don’t have time.” He climbed two steps till we were even.

      I grabbed the railing.

      “I’ll break your wrist.” His chilly smile said he’d enjoy doing it.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      He released my wrist and shoved me. Hard.

      I wobbled on too-high heels. Only my grip on the railing saved me from a catastrophic fall.

      He reclaimed my wrist, climbed a step, and yanked.

      I held onto the railing with everything I had. “You killed Phyllis.”

      “And Stan killed Bobbi. The perfect crimes.”

      “You attacked me.”

      “You suspected. You came to my house and talked about Hitchcock.”

      I hadn’t had a clue. Strangers on a Train. Two men exchange murders. The answer had been right in front of me. I glanced at the bottom of the stairs. Would anyone hear me if I yelled? Why wasn’t anyone leaving the reception? I stalled. “Why kill Carol Schneider?”

      “Goddard told her everything.”

      So poor Carol had died. No wonder Stan spent the week breaking into tiny pieces.

      “There you are.” Ellen Byron stared at us from the bottom of the stairs. “Do you have time to chat?”

      I tugged against the hold on my arm.

      “She’s busy,” Ted growled.

      “I’d love to.” If released the handrail, would Ted push me down the stairs?

      Ellen lifted a Ferragamo-shod foot to the first step.

      “I’ll kill her, too.” The heat from Ted’s vicious whisper burned my ear. He meant it. He’d already killed two women.

      I swallowed. “I’ll be back in a few minutes, Ellen.”

      A single brow rose. “I need to talk with you. About Phyllis.”

      Phyllis’s killer stood fifteen feet above her and his grip on my arm brought tears to my eyes.

      “Give me five minutes. I’ll be back.”

      Her brow wrinkled as if she couldn’t imagine what might be more important than our conversation. “I’ll hold you to that.” She disappeared back into the reception.

      Ted yanked on my arm and dragged me up another step. If—when—we left the staircase, he’d wrap his hands around my throat.

      Another step.

      We were nearing the top.

      I had to do something. I kicked, and the pointy toe of the black pumps I bought in Italy last summer met his shin.

      “Son of a—”

      I kicked him again. Harder. And I pulled him toward me. My knee had ideas about his groin.

      He bent over, his face painted in pain and fury.

      I flexed my fingers around the handrail and shoved.

      He fell.

      And he dragged me with him.

      For a terrible second, my fingers lost their hold on the railing and my hand slid.

      I tightened my grip and felt my shoulder jar, but I stopped my fall.

      Ted wasn’t so lucky.

      He somersaulted down the concrete-covered-in-Linoleum stairs and lay unmoving at the bottom of the stairs. His leg extended at a funny angle, and a pool of blood spread beneath his head.

      “Oh my stars!” Janet Black stood in the doorway. “Help! We need help!”

      A crowd formed around Ted, blocking my view of his body.

      A crowd which included Mother. “Ellison, what are you doing up there?”

      Shaking. Swallowing nausea. Fighting tears. Lying on the stairs with my skirt hiked, giving every man at the bottom a view of my lingerie. “Barely hanging on.”

      She pursed her lips, ready to lambast me, but a presence drew my attention.

      “Are you okay?” Anarchy crouched next to me.

      “No.” I glanced toward the bottom of the stairs.

      “What happened?”

      “Ted Ivens killed Phyllis, and Stan killed Bobbi.”

      “What happened to you? Are you hurt?” Anarchy’s gaze searched my face.

      “Not really.” I managed a smile. “I’ve seen worse.”

      “Let me.” He wrapped an arm around my waist and helped me stand.

      I wobbled (I couldn’t blame my heels) and he pulled me into his arms.

      “I could kill that guy.” His gaze shifted to the crowd at the bottom of the steps.

      “I may have saved you the trouble.” My voice quivered.

      “Thank God you’re okay.” His fingers brushed across my cheek.

      I stared into Anarchy’s eyes and nothing else mattered. Not my forgotten fears. Not the man at the bottom of the steps. Not Mother.

      He brushed a kiss across my lips, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, pressed my body against his, and kissed him back.

      “Ellison Walford Russell!” In my nearly forty years, I’d never heard Mother sound more horrified, more scandalized.

      I ignored her.

      “Your mother’s not happy.” Anarchy’s whisper tickled my lips.

      “I don’t care.” I kissed him again.
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      “I now pronounce you man and wife. You may kiss the bride.” Mayor Wheeler, a dapper man with both medical and law degrees, beamed at Aunt Sis and Gordon.

      “I’ve waited forty years for this.” Gordon bent his head and kissed my aunt.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Gordon Thayer,” said the mayor.

      We clapped—me and Grace, Mother and Daddy, Marjorie and Greg, Aunt Sis’s son David, Aggie and Mac, and Anarchy.

      Gordon’s son, Gordie, who traded currency in Hong Kong, had sent a telegram that said About time.

      I claimed Aunt Sis for a hug. “I’m so happy for you.”

      Grace nudged me out of the way and wrapped her arms around her aunt. “You make a beautiful bride.”

      The gold sandals, the chalcedony earrings, and the Mollie Parnis pantsuit weren’t what I’d associate with bride, but Aunt Sis transformed them. She glowed with happiness.

      Mother was less impressed. “You look like you’re ready for a cocktail party, Sis.”

      Aunt Sis laughed. “I am. Shall we go to Ellison’s?”

      I’d hired a caterer. Aggie hadn’t liked that decision, but I prevailed. “Aggie, Aunt Sis wants you to be a guest.”

      “I hope Pansy hasn’t devoured the beef tenderloin.” Aggie didn’t have much faith in the caterer’s abilities or Pansy’s manners.

      Grace laughed.

      “Not funny, Grace.” Not funny because it was a viable disaster.

      She grinned. “It’s kinda funny.”

      “I left strict instructions for them to leave the dogs outside.”

      Aggie snorted.

      Anarchy’s hand claimed mine. Our fingers slotted together, and a smile rose from my toes.

      Mother hissed, which was as close as she’d come to speaking to me since that kiss on the stairs after Phyllis’s funeral.

      Daddy’s response was more reasoned. I saw this coming, sugar. And I can’t complain. I reckon you need a full-time police detective to keep you safe.

      Mother wasn’t speaking to Daddy either.

      Grace, Anarchy, and I rode to the house in Anarchy’s car.

      “When do you think Granna will get over this?” Grace asked from the backseat.

      I glanced at Anarchy, and my lips curled in yet another smile. “Not having veto power in my life is hard for her.”

      “If I liked someone you didn’t, you wouldn’t stop talking to me.”

      “Never. And your grandmother doesn’t dislike Anarchy—”

      “She doesn’t think I’m good enough for your mother.”

      “She’s wrong.” Not just wrong, dead wrong.

      Anarchy reached across the seat and squeezed my hand.

      “Let’s talk about something else. Something happier than Mother’s mood.”

      “You haven’t found a body this week,” said Grace.

      Anarchy cut his gaze my way. “Touch wood. I just finished the paperwork from the last one. My desk is clear.”

      “I don’t get why they did it,” said Grace. “What’s wrong with divorce?”

      “As widowers, they were rich. As divorced men, they’d have financial difficulties.”

      Grace huffed. “I get that. But murder?”

      “It was Ivens’ idea,” said Anarchy. “He convinced Goddard.” He turned on the blinker and turned left. “Goddard swears he thought it was a joke until Phyllis’s murder.”

      “But he killed Mrs. Ivens. He didn’t have to do that.”

      “You’re right, Grace.”

      “Then Mr. Ivens attacked Mom. It’s a good thing Pansy protected her.” Grace reminded me of Pansy’s heroism often. When her tail swept a crystal vase off the coffee table, when she snuck into my closet and chewed my favorite loafers, when she dug a crater in the backyard.

      “She’s obedience-training bound, Grace.”

      “Max will miss her.”

      “Max can go with her.”

      Grace sat back with a whoomph. “One thing I don’t get—”

      “Why we kept Pansy?”

      “I get that. Max is in love and you like her, even if you won’t admit it. What I don’t get is why Mr. Ivens strangled you.”

      “He heard me mention Hitchcock when I took him that Bundt cake.”

      “Did you say Strangers on a Train?”

      “I did not.”

      “Ivens was paranoid.” Anarchy’s fingers flexed around the steering wheel. “He was looking for ways he might be caught.”

      “Why did Mr. Goddard tell his girlfriend?”

      “Guilt,” Anarchy replied. “He couldn’t live with what he’d done. If she’d come straight to the police, she’d be alive. Instead, Ivens found out and considered Carol a loose end.”

      “What will happen to them?” Grace asked.

      “They’ll both be tried for murder.”

      Thankfully, I had not killed Ted Ivens. Nor did I feel guilty about his broken leg, sprained ankle, or concussed skull.

      Anarchy pulled into the driveway and parked, and Grace hopped out of the car.

      Anarchy and I lingered.

      “You’re not too upset about your mother?”

      “She’ll get over it.” Eventually. Sure, I could tell her Anarchy didn’t depend on his salary as a police detective, but where was the fun in that?

      “Will she get over this?” He reached into his pocket, and my heart stopped.

      Disappointment and relief arm-wrestled when he pulled out an envelope and gave it to me.

      “What’s this?”

      “Open it.”

      I slit the envelope and found two first-class plane tickets to Italy.

      “Grace told me you need new loafers.”

      I couldn’t speak.

      “Well?” Anarchy sounded nervous. “Will you go with me?”

      No doubts. No fears. “When do we leave?”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank you!

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoyed the latest installment in the Country Club Murders.

      

      Ellison and Anarchy will be back to solve another murder later this year. If you’d like to be notified, sign up for my newsletter!

      

      I’d promise to fill your inbox with frequent wit and wisdom, but that would be a lie.

      

      Truth is you’ll hear from me once a month (think sneak peeks) or if there’s a sale or release.

      

      Click here to join the list!
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      Chapter One

      

      If Chariss said it once, she said it a thousand times. “It’s a good thing you don’t want to be an actress. The only thing you’re fit for is screwball comedies and they’re dead.” Those words ran through my head.

      Not the actress part. I didn’t want to be an actress. That whole dive into real emotions and share them with the world thing? No, thank you.

      But the screwball comedy part? Chariss had a point. My life was a screwball comedy.

      How else to explain my current dilemma?

      I was naked and locked in a bathroom. A man I’d sworn never to speak to again slept on the other side of the door.

      I closed my eyes and saw myself as Kate Hudson which would make him Matthew McConaughey. He’d like the sexy part of that comparison. Even with my eyes closed I saw his slow grin—felt his slow grin. All the way to my toes.

      Nope. Never again.

      Never.

      Today was the start of a new life.

      No more drinking. No more clubs. No more sexy, dangerous men who were bad for me.

      Especially not the one in the bedroom.

      I crossed my heart, hoped to die (that might actually be happening—my head hurt that badly), and rested my forehead against the locked door.

      What did I drink last night? I had vague recollections of a bar. Dark pulsing lights. Dark pulsing music. Test tubes filled with something sweet. The man.

      The ridiculously sexy man.

      Jake.

      How many times could one woman make the same mistake? Apparently, a zillion.

      Or at least three.

      Why hadn’t I grabbed my phone before my mad dash to the bathroom?

      Screwball comedy. It was the only answer.

      I lurched (Frankenstein, but less graceful) to the sink, turned on the tap, and drank deeply. Straight from the faucet. My mouth wasn’t just dry. Dry would have felt like a spring shower compared to the arid wasteland behind my gums. I drank till my stomach sloshed then I ran my tongue over my teeth.

      Moss.

      Where the hell was the toothpaste? Not on the counter. Not in any obvious place. I rubbed a wet finger against my teeth. Better than nothing. Slightly. Then I held a hand in front of my mouth, exhaled, and sniffed.

      Ugh. If I wanted to get rid of Jake forever, all I had to do was breathe on him. How was it even possible for breath to smell that bad?

      I needed toothpaste and something—anything—for my headache.

      Where?

      The whole damned bathroom was white marble and mirrors (I would not look in those mirrors—would not). No drawers. No medicine cabinets. No razor or hairbrush or deodorant. No Ambien or Xanax or even Excedrin. Just white marble and a single bar of soap.

      I splashed water around my eyes, reached for the soap, and sniffed. Jo Malone. Jake’s favorite.

      The man hadn’t brought a toothbrush but he remembered his precious soap.

      The scents of lime, basil and mandarin did nothing for the roiling in my stomach but I washed my hands and face. After I rinsed, the scents—his scents—lingered.

      The towel I used was über-fluffy. Hotel fluffy.

      A hotel?

      Please, no. I squeezed my eyes closed and broke out in a tequila-scented sweat.

      A walk of shame through a hotel lobby was more than I could bear. And if anyone took a picture… I rested my palms on the edge of the counter, opened my eyes, and faced the woman in the mirror.

      A celery-hued paleness in my cheeks spoke of a wild night. That and the bags beneath my bloodshot eyes. I could pack for Europe in those bags. And my hair? I poked at it. Gingerly. As if my finger might get stuck. I’d crossed a screwball comedy line—Kate Hudson would never look this awful.

      God help me if there were photographers in the lobby.

      I wrapped myself in a towel, staggered to the door, and pressed my ear against its cool expanse.

      Not a peep on the other side.

      I cracked the door.

      Thank God the room wasn't bright. As it was, I squinted into the lavender glow of early morning sneaking through the gaps in the drapes. The dim light revealed a dresser littered with glasses and a half-empty tequila bottle.

      There. Panties on the floor. Bra, black against the bed’s white sheets. Dress, draped across the chair. Shoes? I’d find them when I wasn’t naked.

      I tiptoed toward the panties. Tiptoed, because talking to

      the man in the bed might be the only thing worse than my headache.

      He didn’t move. Not an inch.

      I hooked the panties with my big toe (bending over wasn’t an option—my brains might leak out of my ears), kicked them into the air, caught them and, using the bedpost for balance, slid them on.

      With one hand still clutching the towel, I tiptoed to my side of the bed and reached for the bra tangled among the pillows. I tugged. And tugged. Dammit. I tugged harder and the wisp of silk and lace came free. I stumbled backward —thunk—right into the bedside table.

      A glass teetering on the table’s edge fell onto the hardwood floor and shattered.

      The crash reverberated through the bedroom—through my skull. Loud. So loud. Loud enough to wake the dead. I didn’t breathe. I didn’t move.

      Jake slept.

      The tequila bottle on the dresser snickered and wagged a judgmental finger at me. You’re so clumsy when you’re hung over.

      I narrowed my eyes and shot Señor Cuervo a death glare. Who was I kidding with the Señor? José and I were on a firstname basis. Go to hell, José.

      What would I say if Jake did wake up? About last night, remember when I said never again? I totally meant it. Now. This moment. This morning. Us. It’s a mistake. It won’t happen again. Ever. He’d just smile that cat-and-canary smile of his and charm me back into bed.

      Why? Why, why, why?

      I knew better.

      He knew better.

      But my life was a screwball comedy so, of course, I’d gone to bed with the man who’d broken my heart. Twice.

      I stood straighter. I was over him. Getting over him had taken more tears, bottles of tequila, and quarts of ice cream than I cared to count. But he’d been out of my system. And now this.

      If I snuck out without talking to him, my heart might not shatter.

      All I needed was my dress.

      A sea of broken glass separated me from the black silk. If I’d felt halfway decent, I could have leapt over the shards.

      I didn’t feel an eighth of the way decent. Every muscle in my body hurt. What exactly had we done to make my calves ache?

      Never mind—lalalalalala—I didn't want to know.

      If I stepped there and there and there, I could reach the dress without shredding my feet.

      One step. Two steps. Thre—

      “Son of a bi—” I clamped one hand over my mouth and hopped on my uninjured foot. Hop. Hop. Hop. Into the dresser.

      Thunk.

      Pain shot through my hip.

      That would leave a mark.

      The tequila bottle snickered again.

      Well. José and I were done. Forever. I meant it this time (unlike those other times—those other times were passing fancies). I shot him another death glare. Done. Adios. Finito.

      Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.

      José smirked.

      I planned my route to the damned dress. Just a few steps. Easy steps without a cut foot and an epic hangover.

      With both…

      I had this.

      Step.

      Step.

      One. More. Step.

      I leaned. I reached. I snatched the dress off the chair.

      Jake didn’t move. Thank God for small favors.

      I shimmied into my dress. Shoes? Where were they?

      I looked down at my feet. A pool of blood had formed beneath my toes.

      No way was I jamming a bloody foot into my new Louboutins. Maybe there was a bandage in that bathroom. At least there was a towel. I limped back to all that whiteness leaving a bloody trail behind me.

      The bathroom really was enormous. The glass shower enclosure was larger than most cars and the damned mirrors went on for miles. And there were towels. Lots of them. They batted their eyelashes at me—a come-hither invitation. God, I wanted a shower.

      As soon as I got home, I’d stand under a piping hot stream of water until last night’s sins (even the forgotten ones) were washed away.

      I crouched and poked on the flat surface of the cabinet below the sink until a door popped open. Inside, I found yet another stack of towels, washcloths, and an industrial size bottle of aspirin. Nothing else.

      First things first.

      Aspirin. I forged a long and valiant battle with the child-proof lid.

      Victory!

      I swallowed three pills, washing them down with more water from the tap. Then I grabbed a washcloth, sat on the toilet, and pressed the cloth against my foot.

      It felt good to sit. Spend-the-day-there good.

      If only he weren’t in the bedroom, liable to wake up at any time.

      I pulled the cloth away from my foot and eyed the cut. A shard of glass glinted in the morning light.

      Hell.

      I gritted my teeth and pulled the sliver out of my skin.

      More blood. An ocean of blood. I should-have-grabbed-two-washcloths blood.

      I pressed the crimson-soaked cloth against the cut. Pressure. That was the ticket.

      And another washcloth. That was the other ticket.

      I limped back to the sink, grabbed two additional cloths, and held them against my foot until the bleeding stopped.

      Then I returned to the bedroom.

      The light had shifted from lavender to lemon. And, God bless him, Jake still slept.

      I spotted my handbag (a black clutch just big enough for my cell, I.D., and credit card) on the dresser next to the tequila. Where were the shoes?  I wasn’t leaving without them.

      There. One near the foot of the bed, the other on the floor near his head.

      I tiptoed to the shoe at the bottom of the bed, snagged the sandal, and hung it around my wrist from its strap. Then I crept toward the remaining shoe. Got it!

      Jake still hadn’t moved. At all.

      He was so deeply asleep I could brush one last kiss across his lips before I disappeared. He’d never know.

      Stupid? Totally. What if he woke up?

      But what if I walked away without kissing him one last time? A kiss I’d actually remember.

      My eyes filled with tears. I blamed the tequila-induced headache.

      I inched back the duvet.

      Jake’s head rested on a pillow and I took a few seconds to memorize his face in repose. He was handsome in a chiseled Hollywood movie-star way. His only visible flaw, a small crescent-shaped scar on his chin. The invisible flaws were many. I rubbed my eyes. I would not cry. Would not. My eyes were blood-shot enough already.

      He was more trouble than he was worth.

      He was too good looking. He was not my type. (Liar, liar.) He’d broken my heart. Twice.

      I leaned down and brushed a last kiss against his cheek.

      There. Done. No reason to stay. But I paused.

      His cheek was clammy.

      “Are you sick?” My voice was hardly louder than the hum of the air conditioner.

      He didn't move.

      Of course he didn’t. He’d slept through my shattering crystal and hopping around the bedroom like a demented kangaroo. A little thing like a whisper would hardly wake him.

      The smart thing would be to sneak out. Disappear.

      But what if he needed help?

      I rested my hand against his forehead.

      His skin was damp and waxy.

      What was wrong with his mouth? Was that foam?

      “Jake!”

      He didn’t move. Not an inch. I poked him. “Jake!” Nothing.

      Oh my God. Oh. My. God.

      I stumbled backward. My heart thudded against my chest. My lungs refused to take in air.

      I collapsed into an armchair and pressed the heels of my palms against my eye sockets. One of my sandals scratched at my neck. I threw the stilettos onto the floor. Their red soles looked like blood.

      With shaking fingers, I reached for the phone on the bedside table and dialed 9-1-1.

      “What's your emergency?” The operator’s voice was cool and professional.

      “I need an ambulance.”

      “What's your emergency, ma'am?”

      “It’s my boyfr—it’s my—he’s cold and clammy and he’s not moving.”

      “Is he breathing?” asked the voice.

      “I can’t tell—” my voice caught “—I think he might have overdosed.”

      “Do you know his name, ma’am?”

      “Of course.” Heat rose from my chest to my cheeks. I wasn't that girl—the girl who woke up with questionable men. Except, this morning, I was. “His name is Jake Smith.”

      A few seconds ticked by. Seconds I spent staring at Jake’s pale face.

      “Are you there, ma’am?”

      “Yes.” Talking required effort, and between the pain in my head and the pain in my heart, I was fresh out of effort.

      “Where are you?”

      I looked around the bedroom for clues. There were none.

      “I don't know.” How pathetic was that?

      "Are you safe?" the operator asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What's your name?”

      I could lie. I considered it. But my blood and fingerprints were everywhere. The police would find me. “Poppy

      Fields.”

      There it was—the pause of recognition. When your mother was one of the biggest stars in Hollywood, people knew your name. “I’m tracing the landline now, Ms. Fields. Help is on the way. Can you tell me what happened?” The operator was trained to keep me talking. I knew that. I'd seen it on one of those true crime shows.

      “I woke up and he was like this.” Beyond that, everything —the previous night, how we'd come to this place, what we’d done—was lost in a dense fog.

      The tequila bottle shook its self-righteous head. No one made you drink me.

      “Officers will arrive in approximately two minutes. Can you let them in?”

      “Yes.” I hauled myself out of the chair. My head objected.

      Strongly. How was it possible to hurt this much?

      “Stay on the line with me, Ms. Fields.”

      “I’ll be fine. Thank you for your help.” I put the receiver back in its cradle and crossed the bedroom. The door opened onto a hallway filled with light. Wincing at the brightness, I made my way to the stairs. My hand closed around the bannister—clutched around the bannister. A wave of dizziness swept through me. I would not throw up. Would not.

      The police were coming. I had to open the door.

      Except the door at the bottom of the stairs already stood ajar, allowing a slice of sunlight to cut across the floor, sharp as the pieces of the broken crystal on the bedroom floor.

      I collapsed onto the bottom step and looked around. I knew where I was—Jake’s friend’s house. I rested my throbbing head in my hands. Jake would be all right. He had to be. Our story couldn’t end this way. Jake being dead wasn’t part of a screwball comedy. Jake being dead was tragic.

      “Ma'am?”

      I lifted my head.

      A police officer in a dark blue uniform stared at me. “Are you all right, ma'am?” His concern sounded genuine.

      “Jake’s upstairs.” I gripped the bannister and pulled myself to standing. “This way.”

      A second police officer entered the foyer. This one regarded me with narrowed eyes, his gaze traveling from my bare feet to the barely-there length of my dress. The corner of his upper lip curled.

      I read his nametag. Officer Crane.

      How dare he pass judgment? It wasn't like I was a ditsy party girl who drank too much and spent the night with men I shouldn’t. Well, not usually. And it wasn’t like Jake was a one-night stand. He was an ex I’d hooked up with. Maybe. Why couldn’t I remember?

      “This way.” I led the police officers up the stairs to the master bedroom. “In there.”

      They pushed past me, surveyed the bedroom (tangled sheets, broken crystal, and bloodied floor), and approached the bed. “Sir?”

      “Is he all right?” He wasn’t. But pretending felt better than the truth.

      Officer Crane ignored me. “Sir?” Jake didn't answer.

      The police officer poked Jake in the shoulder and got no response (I could have told him poking wouldn’t work). Then Officer Crane turned on the bedside lamp and took a good look at the man in the bed. The color leached out of Officer Crane’s face.

      What? What was wrong? I stepped inside the bedroom.

      The police officers didn't seem to notice me. Their gazes were fixed on the man in the bed.

      Officer Crane looked up, spearing me with a glare. “What kind of drugs did you take?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t take any drugs.”

      “What kind did he take?” His lip curled until it kissed his nose.

      “He didn’t.” That I knew of. “He didn’t.”

      He snorted. “We’ll see what an autopsy says about that.”

      Keep Reading
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