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For Elaine Pagliaro, who has been doing her

best to keep me honest for decades.

Thank you, my wise friend.





CHAPTER ONE

In case you’ve ever wondered, Merilee and I officially tied the knot at city hall on the cold, blustery morning of January 11, 1983, which was three months after we’d first set eyes on each other in the Blue Mill on Commerce Street in Greenwich Village. As I sit here now, twelve years later, it still ranks as the happiest moment of my life. We’d decided to tell no one we were getting hitched because we both led such public lives. Merilee was the gorgeous, six-foot-tall blond star of stage and screen who’d already won an Oscar and a Tony by the age of twenty-eight. I was the novelist who the New York Times Book Review had labeled “the first major new literary voice of the 1980s.” Time magazine had even plastered my picture on its cover under a headline that read: THE VOICE OF A NEW GENERATION? We considered our wedding to be a private occasion. Ours.

Merilee wore a white Armani dress. I wore my navy blue suit from Strickland and Sons, Savile Row, with a sparkling white shirt and pink-and-blue bow tie. If she was nervous, Merilee didn’t show it one bit. I was plenty calm myself. The fact that I’d nicked my right earlobe with Grandfather’s straight razor that morning and it had bled for a solid half hour was strictly coincidental.

My college chum, Ezra Spooner, who’d been with me that night at the Blue Mill and introduced me to the woman who would become the great love of my life, stood up for me. Merilee’s favorite cousin, Phoebe, a willowy blond beauty who seemed to be in an oddly somber mood, stood up for her. And our basset hound puppy, Lulu, formerly known as Princess Flavia, stood up for both of us, sporting a royal blue ascot. She was almost four months old when we’d adopted her, and she was a finicky eater who’d weighed only eighteen pounds and was all ears, nose, and paws. She was now nearly seven months old and was finally starting to grow into her ears. Okay, I just lied to you about her ears. But she did weigh thirty-two pounds thanks to our discovery that she loved 9Lives mackerel… for cats. She had unusual eating habits. Her favorite snacks were anchovies. Not exactly a normal dog, but we were not exactly normal people.

The city clerk, a crisp, efficient Latino in his fifties, didn’t mind Lulu being there for the occasion. I imagine he’d seen his share of odd witnesses. I doubt a pet seal would have thrown him.

After we’d slipped gold wedding rings onto the third finger of each other’s left hand and he’d rattled off a bunch of words I don’t remember, he officially pronounced Stewart Stafford Hoag and Merilee Gilbert Nash man and wife.

By then tears were streaming down Merilee’s beautiful face. When I kissed her and held her in my arms, she blubbered, “I’m so happy.”

“That goes double for me, Blondie.”

Ez gave her a kiss on the cheek, grinning. Phoebe kissed me softly on the lips, her own eyes filled with tears.

And just like that, we were married.

We’d picked the perfect day, it turned out, because on that very same day, the Yankees’ blowhard owner, George Steinbrenner, was holding a major press event up in the Bronx to announce he was hiring combative, seldom sober Billy Martin to be his manager for the third time. So there were no freelance tabloid photographers waiting outside to mob us when we emerged into the winter chill.

It would, we hoped, take a day before word of our nuptials leaked out, and by then we’d be honeymooning for a week in the Enchanted Cottage, the snowy retreat outside of Brattleboro, Vermont, that belonged to Merilee’s aunt Betsy. It had always been Merilee’s favorite place, and it had been her girlhood dream to honeymoon there. Since our red 1958 Jaguar XK150 was not exactly designed for the snow, I’d rented a 1982 Land Rover from Rocco, who owned the garage where we stored the Jag. We intended to go for romps in the snow with Lulu, drink twenty-one-year-old Balvenie single malt Scotch in front of the huge stone fireplace, and burrow in wedded bliss under a heap of Hudson Bay blankets.

Right now, the occasion called for a bottle of Dom Pérignon at her parents’ Charlton Street town house. It was the house Merilee had grown up in. We’d been staying in it while they were away for several months in Argentina. Merilee’s dad imported minerals or something. Ez had to get back to the office, but Phoebe, who was wearing a beautiful black cashmere pantsuit, joined us as we caught a cab home. Since it was chilly in the old town house, I chopped some kindling in the basement with a hatchet and built us a roaring fire in the living room fireplace out of well-seasoned applewood logs.

Happily, I’d almost completely recovered from the serious left trapezius wound I’d suffered in the fall. I was still working with a physical therapist three times a week and, on the off days, swimming for forty-five minutes in the pool at the Racquet and Tennis Club. I was also squeezing a tennis ball one hundred times every morning to regain the strength in my left hand, although it was hard to find one that Lulu hadn’t converted into a saliva-soaked chew toy. But I was able to type again on my beloved 1958 solid steel Olympia manual portable. Had even sent a new short story to my agent, Alberta Pryce, aka the Silver Fox, which the New Yorker had purchased. Alberta was pleased that I was back at the typewriter again, but when she asked me if I’d come up with an idea for a second novel yet, I had to confess that I hadn’t.

Merilee had spent the past two weeks doing table readings of David Mamet’s latest work in progress. He had cast her for the lead role opposite Al Pacino and Mary Beth Hurt. She was thrilled beyond belief. Meanwhile, Robert Altman kept calling her from the Coast about a film he wanted her to star in, although she had no idea what it was because he had nothing down on paper yet.

I chilled three glasses, popped the cork on a bottle of 1966 Dom Pérignon, and we drank to our special day. Phoebe sat there on the sofa in what continued to be an oddly somber mood.

She was twenty-seven, a year younger than Merilee, and had long golden hair very much like her famous cousin, but her eyes were a pale blue in contrast to Merilee’s luminous green. And while she was tall and leggy, she was more delicately constructed, with narrow shoulders. She was a gentle, sensitive woman. Her favorite activities were reading poetry and playing the violin in an amateur chamber music group. She had attended the high-toned private Brearley School same as Merilee did—until, that is, Merilee’s parents shipped her off to Miss Porter’s School in Farmington, Connecticut, which her mother had attended. After graduating from Wellesley, Phoebe had returned to Brearley as an English teacher.

Not that she needed to work to put food on the table. She was married to the charismatic, globetrotting adventurer Junior Singleton, who’d been the most prized catch in New York when the demure Phoebe snagged him. The scion of one of New York City’s elite four hundred families of wealthy social aristocrats that dated back to the Gilded Age, Junior was reputedly worth $200 million. His parents had been killed in a car crash in Mexico when he was a teenager. Since he was an only child, the entire fortune and the freedom that went with it had fallen his way.

Phoebe and Junior did not, by temperament, seem to be an obvious match. But once Junior made it clear that he was smitten by her graceful beauty, Phoebe’s dragon lady of a mother, Pippa Trowbridge, the all-powerful editor in chief of SHE, America’s top women’s fashion magazine, went to work on Phoebe to win him over. Phoebe was thoroughly intimidated by her overbearing mother and obeyed Pippa’s every wish. The same could not be said of Phoebe’s father, Howard, a real estate developer who’d divorced Pippa four years ago and married one of her magazine’s cover models—who happened to be a year younger than Phoebe. The two of them were living happily ever after three thousand miles away in Santa Barbara.

I’ve learned that there’s no such thing as a “typical” marriage, but Phoebe and Junior’s was hardly what most people would classify as a marriage at all. Just for starters, they were seldom on the same continent together. He’d successfully climbed to the summit of Mount Everest twice, competed in the European Grand Prix circuit in a Formula 1 Ferrari, was an expert downhill racer who took on the most challenging slopes in the Swiss Alps, surfed twenty-foot curls in Maui, and flew hang gliders in Kahului. His investment manager, a Brit, had access to an office in New York, but Junior preferred to meet with him in London and unwind in the Devon countryside while Phoebe stayed home in New York teaching school. It was her job. Junior had no job—didn’t need one. He simply pursued what most men would consider a dream life, which included sleeping with any woman who struck his fancy. The man was a major philanderer.

After I topped off our glasses and fed the fire, I sat back down in one of the easy chairs. Lulu climbed into my lap and made herself comfortable, which is one of her specialties.

“I’ve always been fond of this old house,” Phoebe said, gazing around.

Merilee sighed. “Me, too. But my folks will be coming back in March, so we have to start looking for a place of our own. Hoagy has his heart set on a prewar high-rise on Central Park West.”

“With a minimum of eight windows overlooking the park,” I reminded her.

“Is that written in stone?” Phoebe sounded disappointed.

Merilee shot a curious glance at me before she said, “Why do you ask?”

“Our town house will be going on the market next week. We’re selling it. Or I should say I’m selling it. It’s officially mine now. Has been for two whole weeks. I’ve divorced Junior, you see,” she said quietly, running a long, slender index finger around the rim of her glass.

Merilee gaped at her in shock. “When did all of this happen?”

“I filed four months ago. We weren’t meant to be together. We weren’t together. I never saw him. Junior didn’t contest it, because all I asked for was one million dollars and our town house on East Sixty-Eighth Street, which I intend to sell. It’s much too big for one person. Mother went totally berserk. She wanted me to hold out for half of Junior’s fortune. But I don’t want it. Besides, my Realtor, Siena Bing, who is absolutely the top Realtor in the East Sixties, thinks I’ll clear more than three million on the house because it’s so beautiful. I’ll be able to buy a comfy two-bedroom co-op and still have plenty left over for a cozy country place in the Berkshires, where I can garden and enjoy some peace and quiet. My old Brearley classmate, Bob Ackerman, is a lawyer with a good firm. He not only handled it for me but put me in touch with a financial planner who’s investing my cash settlement in safe mutual funds and tax-free municipal bonds. I’ll be set for life.”

Merilee was still in a state of shock. “You filed for the divorce four months ago? Why haven’t you said one word to me about it?”

“Because it was too upsetting to talk about. Junior slept with other women by the dozen. I just couldn’t stand it any longer. I honestly don’t know why he married me. We had zero in common. I should have turned him down. But he’s such an expert flatterer that he convinced me he loved me and me alone. And Mother was so determined I marry him that I said yes.”

I knew Junior reasonably well. We were at Harvard together and shared social connections through the Racquet and Tennis Club and the super-exclusive, highly secretive Lunch Club, which was a group of handpicked artists, adventurers, visionary politicians, and academics who met once a week to exchange stimulating conversation and gourmet meals around a big table in a town house in Murray Hill. I’d been invited to join when I was crowned as a major new literary voice and was so curious to find out who else belonged that I couldn’t resist the opportunity. It turned out that Junior had been a member for several years due to his Everest exploits. Just last week, I’d been seated next to the charismatic former New York mayor John Lindsay and was pleased to learn that he’d admired my novel.

Across the table, Junior had been chatting not so amiably with Dr. Jill Perlo, the MIT climatologist who’d recently published a controversial study in Scientific American warning that if the planet continued to get warmer at its present rate and the US population continued to mushroom, the entire American Southwest would run out of water by the year 2030. Dr. Perlo, a lean, sinewy blonde in her thirties who was an expert rock climber, had seemed furious with Junior. In fact, after telling him off in a low, threatening voice, she’d thrown down her napkin and stormed out before our choucroute arrived.

Another of his romantic entanglements gone awry, I’d assumed.

“I swear to you,” Phoebe said, “that I’ll never let Mother bully me again. She bullies everyone. She drove Father away. She drives away every promising young editor who works for her. And God knows she’s bullied me ever since I was a little girl. I was so afraid of her I used to have a stammer, remember, Merilee?”

Merilee blinked at her. “I’d forgotten.”

“I had to take speech therapy to get rid of it.”

“So are you living in the house all by yourself now?” I asked her.

“No, I’ve been staying with Meredith, a teacher friend from Brearley who has an extra bedroom, while Siena gets the house ‘fluffed,’ as she calls it. She has a handyman touching up the paint and grout, a bit of dry rot in an upstairs windowsill, that sort of thing. Once she puts it on the market, she’s positive she can move it within a week.”

“It is beautiful.” Merilee glanced at me. “You’ve never seen it, have you, darling?”

“I have not.”

Phoebe lowered her eyes, coloring slightly. “It seems so inappropriate to be having this conversation when we’re supposed to be celebrating your wedding, but as it happens, there’s more. I’m romantically involved with the cellist in my chamber music group, Barry Zallinger. He’s a Park Avenue ophthalmologist who couldn’t be more Junior’s opposite. He’s studious, serious, and devoted to his patients. Not exactly handsome but appealing. And he adores me. Couldn’t believe I was willing to go out to dinner with him. He keeps calling himself the luckiest man in the world, as if I’m someone special.”

I topped off their champagne glasses before I refilled my own, emptying the bottle. “You are someone special, Phoebe. Hell, if it weren’t for Merilee, I’d marry you.”

Merilee snorted. “You’re an hour too late, writer boy.”

“Barry’s also gentle and giving, unlike Junior, who treats sex like it’s strictly for his own gratification. Junior’s over and done with before the sheets are even warm. Barry’s happy to just hold me in his arms for hours. He loves me.”

“Has your mother met him yet?” Merilee asked.

“No, and I’m determined that she never will. She’ll disapprove of him and drive him away. Meanwhile, there’s the town house to dispose of. I’m anxious to move it quickly and be done with it. But if you two…” Lulu let out a small yip of protest. “Excuse me, you three are at all interested, I’d accept a lower price. Call it a family discount. The only thing is you’ll have to decide fast.”

“But Hoagy has his heart set on a Central Park West high-rise with a view of the park, remember?” Merilee pointed out.

I said, “We’re also leaving for our honeymoon in Vermont this afternoon. We’ll be gone for a week.”

“Of course.” Phoebe seemed crestfallen. She really wanted us to buy it. Or so it seemed.

“But that doesn’t mean we couldn’t take a run over there right now and take a quick look at it.” I was curious to see it, I must admit.

Phoebe brightened. “You’ll love the paneled library on the second floor. You’d be so at home writing there. It has five bedrooms, five and a half baths, a live-in maid’s room, a laundry room, and central air-conditioning. There’s even a garden for Lulu to romp around in.”

“It really is a lovely house, darling,” Merilee said brightly.

“So let’s go take a look. We’ll still be able to make it up to the Enchanted Cottage by suppertime.”

“Let’s,” Merilee agreed.

And so off we went.

If only I’d kept my big mouth shut.

If only.





CHAPTER TWO

The town house that now belonged to Phoebe and Phoebe alone was situated smack dab in a neighborhood of single-family town houses on East Sixty-Eighth Street between Park and Madison that was so choice it was commonly known as Millionaire’s Row. Hers was an immaculate four-story red-brick neo-Georgian that had been built in 1887, she informed us as we sped uptown in the back seat of a Checker cab. The cabbie was listening to Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” on the radio, a song that was inescapable that season.

I paid the cabbie after he’d pulled up at the wrought iron gate out front and then put Lulu on her leash and got out as Phoebe unlocked the gate. After she’d unlocked the dead bolt lock in the paneled hardwood front door and swung it open, we heard women’s voices inside. They were coming from the kitchen, an immense gourmet kitchen that featured a six-burner Aga stove, a double-door refrigerator, and a separate double-door freezer. The kitchen also served as the dining room, with a farmhouse-style trestle table that could seat twelve.

One of the voices, an authoritative bellow that could be heard across the river in Elmhurst, Queens, belonged to Phoebe’s fifty-something mother, Pippa Trowbridge, whom I’d met a couple of times. The other belonged to a petite, shapely woman in her late thirties with stylishly layered auburn hair who was decked out in a Ralph Lauren navy blue blazer and tailored slacks. She had a golden tan that came from either a week in St. Bart’s or a bottle of bronzer. It gave her a healthy glow, although it did not manage to hide the dark circles under her eyes.

“Oh, hi, Phoebe!” she said brightly, stifling a phlegmy cough. “I was hoping you’d stop by. I’m just checking up on my interior decorator’s finishing touches. I think it looks fabulous. I hope you do, too.”

Phoebe said, “Siena, say hello to my cousin, Merilee, and Stewart Hoag.”

“It’s an honor to meet you both. I’m a huge fan, Merilee, and Stewart—”

“Make it Hoagy.”

“Hoagy, I loved your book so much I gave copies of it to everyone in my office. I won’t shake hands because I meet so many prospective buyers every day that I seem to catch every cold and flu bug that’s making the rounds.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “The short stack is Lulu.”

“Well, hi, sweetie!”

Lulu let out a yip, moseyed over, and got her ears scrunched.

“Bassets don’t shed, am I right?” Siena asked cautiously.

“That’s correct.”

“Good, because I’m trying to keep the place as spotless as possible,” she said, stifling another cough.

Pippa, who was nearly as tall and slender as Phoebe, carried herself with a tremendous air of elegance and authority. She was dressed in Gucci from head to toe, wore her hair cropped at her chin and so expertly dyed frosted blond that it was impossible to tell how gray it was or wasn’t. She had intense blue eyes that were set in a permanent glare and never blinked, which took some getting used to, as did her brand-new face, which was so utterly free of lines, wrinkles, and furrows that it resembled a live-action airbrushed photo. She looked no older than Siena as she stood there jangling a set of house keys in her manicured hand. Evidently, she had a set of her own to the place, although she lived in a doorman building on East Seventy-Second Street. But it was common practice in New York City for women to keep a spare set of keys with a friend or relative who lived nearby so they wouldn’t get locked out if their purse got snatched.

“Merilee, why on earth did you bring that ridiculous puppy here?” she demanded of her famous niece.

Lulu immediately retreated between my legs, whimpering. She’s very sensitive to insults.

“Because we’re here to look at the house and she’s a member of the family,” Merilee replied serenely.

“Well, I think she’s adorable,” said Siena, who was no slouch at sucking up to prospective clients.

Phoebe said, “Merilee and Hoagy are leaving town this afternoon for a week, and I wanted them to have a sneak peek because I’m not sure it’ll still be on the market by the time they get back.”

“Wouldn’t surprise me one bit,” Siena agreed. “It’s a gem.”

“And I stopped by,” Pippa said coldly to Phoebe, “because when I called you at Brearley this morning, you weren’t in yet and didn’t return my call. I tried the apartment where you’ve been staying with your coworker, but all I got was her answering machine. I was hoping I might find you here. I’ve had another conversation with my lawyer. He’s convinced that you’re letting a hundred million dollars slip through your fingers and don’t seem to realize it.”

Phoebe let out a pained sigh. “Mother, we’ve discussed my divorce settlement twenty times. There’s nothing more to talk about. It’s my marriage, my house, my life, and I’ll live it as I choose. Why can’t you respect that?”

“Well, you needn’t be huffy with me.”

“I’m not being huffy, although I would appreciate it if you’d go back to the office and leave us alone. You’re spoiling what has been a very festive day.”

“What’s so festive about it?” she demanded.

“Merilee and Hoagy got married this morning.”

Siena said, “Congratulations! You know what, Hoagy? I can think of an awfully wonderful wedding present.”

I smiled at her. “How did I know you were going to say that?”

“Married?” Pippa roared in outrage. “What do you mean they got married? Why didn’t I hear about this? Why wasn’t I invited?”

“No one was,” I said. “We wanted it to be a private civil ceremony at city hall. Didn’t tell a soul.”

Now Pippa was practically licking her chops. “Do you mean that you two are married and no one in New York knows about it yet?”

“Correct. And we’d appreciate it if it stayed that way,” I said, knowing perfectly well she would blab it to Liz Smith and Cindy Adams within the hour and no one would be talking about anything else that evening at Elaine’s, the popular glitterati restaurant/watering hole. But we’d be in Vermont by then and needn’t return any of the phone calls on our answering machines.

“Do you mind if I show them around myself?” Phoebe asked Siena.

“Of course not. It’s your house. But I’ll stick around in case they decide to make us an offer in the next thirty minutes.”

“I will, too,” Pippa said defiantly.

Phoebe rolled her eyes. “Do whatever you want, Mother. It’s not as if I’ve ever been able to stop you.”

“I am not impressed by your attitude, young lady,” Pippa fumed.

Phoebe let out a cascade of laughter. “That was perfect, Mother. So totally you.” Then she smiled at us and said, “Let’s start the grand tour, shall we?” She steered us across the parquet-floored entry hall, where a curved stairway led up to the second floor. “That door under the stairs is the powder room. And the hallway next to the kitchen leads to the maid’s room and laundry room.”

“Do you have a live-in maid?” I asked.

“No, just a cleaning lady, Katie Healey, who comes in three days a week from Rockaway. Her daughter, Bridget, has started helping her out lately because Katie has a bad hip and lugging a vacuum up three flights of stairs is no fun.”

We followed Phoebe into a high-ceilinged living room with a woodburning fireplace and French doors that led out to a patio and the garden. Matching leather sofas faced each other across a coffee table that consisted of two antique steamer trunks laid end to end and topped with a slab of glass. The trunks were plastered with the labels of transatlantic shipping lines and luxurious European hotels from a bygone era. They were very interesting to look at. The paintings on the wall weren’t. They were just blobs of color. But the immense, gently aged Afghan area rug was quite beautiful.

Lulu pawed at the French door, whimpering. She wanted to check out the garden.

“You’d better stay inside, little pard,” I said. “Siena will get mad if your muddy paws mess up the floors. My apologies, but there’s an anchovy in it for you when we get home.”

Lulu snuffled, mollified, and we returned to the stairway.

Siena and Pippa were still in the kitchen. Siena was busy jabbering away on the phone. Pippa was busy glaring at Phoebe. She was so peeved that she practically had steam coming out of her nostrils like an angry hippo in a Disney cartoon. Phoebe excused herself and ducked into the powder room.

“What’s up with Pippa’s face?” I whispered to Merilee. “Did somebody take a sandblaster to it?”

“I’ll bet she’s seeing Dr. Lookgood,” she whispered in response.

“Who’s he?”

“You’re familiar with Dr. Feelgood, the one who shoots up the Truman Capote set with all sorts of illegal drugs? Well, Dr. Lookgood is a high-society cosmetic surgeon who dabbles in expensive injections that aren’t FDA approved.”

“Such as…?”

“Botox, which relaxes the muscles in your face, and collagen, which makes your lips look as if you’ve been stung by a nest of wasps. I know a couple of aging actresses who are doing it, and it’s not wise. They may look younger, but performers need full command of their facial muscles and lips to register emotions. You’d never catch me doing that.”

Phoebe rejoined us, and we started our way up to the second floor. With her short legs, Lulu had trouble with the Charlton house’s steep wooden stairs. These were shallower, and carpeted, and she had a much easier time with them.

The second-floor front room was every writer’s fantasy office—paneled in cherry with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and a circa-1920 walnut desk worthy of a bank president. Tall windows overlooked the street. There was a private bath and a kitchenette with a mini fridge and coffee maker.

“I’ll miss this room,” Phoebe confessed. “I used to set up my music stand in here and practice whenever Junior was off on one of his adventures.”

“Nice globe,” I said, admiring the antique globe on a table in the corner. I went over to it, peering at the United States closely. “Oklahoma was still a territory when it was made.” Oklahoma was granted statehood in 1907. “I’m surprised Junior left this beauty behind.”

“It’s not his. Siena borrowed it from her interior decorator, same as that modern art in the living room.”

“I didn’t think those paintings seemed like your taste,” Merilee said.

“They’re not. I have a small collection of early twentieth-century line drawings and etchings that I’m currently storing in Mother’s apartment until I get a place of my own. And Junior took whatever was precious to him when the divorce was settled.”

“Did Siena’s decorator supply the living room furniture and this desk, too?” I asked.

“No, the furniture’s mine, but Siena thinks the house shows better with it here. After it sells, I’ll put the furniture in storage until she finds me the apartment I want.”

“Where is Junior living these days?”

“He’s taken a suite at the Sherry-Netherland,” she said coolly. “But I made sure he held on to a set of keys in case he remembered something he wanted.”

“That was nice of you,” Merilee said.

“I do want to be civil about this whole thing. It’s not as if he’s a thief. Besides, when the house sells, they’ll change all of the locks.”

We moved on. There was a vast expanse of linen closets lining the second-floor hallway toward the back of the house, where a spacious guest bedroom and bath overlooked the patio and garden.

“What a lovely view,” Merilee murmured appreciatively.

“Up the stairs we go,” Phoebe said as we continued climbing. “The entire third floor is the master suite. There are two more bedrooms and baths on the fourth floor, which, in Siena-speak, makes it the ‘consummate’ family home.”

The master suite was nothing to sneer at. There was a king-sized bed. A seating area with leather armchairs and a twenty-seven-inch Sony television. A workout space equipped with a rowing machine and an Exercycle. The master bath had twin sinks, a stall shower, a bathtub, and a sauna.

“I’ve always coveted your sauna,” Merilee said. “So good for the pores.”

“There’s no need to covet it any longer,” Phoebe responded teasingly. “Just buy the place.”

There were walk-in his and hers dressing rooms. The door to hers was open. Its contents were mostly cleared out aside from some summer clothes. The door to Junior’s dressing room was shut. As we started toward it, Lulu let out a whimper and backed away.

I frowned at her. “What is it, girl?”

“Maybe she hears a mouse in there. She’s terrified of them,” Merilee explained to Phoebe.

“I doubt that,” Phoebe responded. “Siena made sure the house was exterminated two weeks ago. There’s nothing she doesn’t think of.”

As Phoebe approached the door and started to open it, Lulu let out a low moan and backed farther away—all the way out to the hallway.

Merilee frowned at her. “What’s wrong, sweetness?”

When Phoebe opened it, we found out what was wrong—Junior Singleton was curled up on the floor in there wearing a wool fisherman’s sweater and corduroy trousers, and smelling none too fresh due to the Claude Dozorme polished rosewood steak knife that someone had plunged deep into his left eyeball. Lulu, being a world-class scent hound, had been able to pick up the smell of death through the closed door. We hadn’t. The three of us stood there, frozen, gazing at Junior in silent horror.

Right up until Phoebe let out an ear-piercing scream.





CHAPTER THREE

After I phoned it in, we sat in the living room with Phoebe and Pippa, stunned and shaken. Siena gave us our privacy by remaining at the kitchen table, although she seemed quite upset herself at this ghastly turn of events at her prime East Side listing. She was now sniffling and dabbing at her eyes with a tissue in addition to coughing.

Two patrol cars arrived in no time. Four patrolmen tromped upstairs to have a look at Junior Singleton for themselves, speaking to each other in low, respectful tones.

“I should call Rocco and cancel that Land Rover,” I said to Merilee. “We’ll go to the Enchanted Cottage next week.”

Merilee nodded grimly. “Absolutely.”

“But you mustn’t,” Phoebe protested. “This is your wedding day.”

“That doesn’t matter now,” Merilee said. “We’re family and we’re not leaving you. You’ll stay with us tonight in our guest room. I have clothes you can wear and cosmetics galore in the master bath.”

“Nonsense,” Pippa huffed. “You’ll stay with me. You should be with your mother at a time like this.”

“Oh, don’t be absurd,” Phoebe said to her angrily.

I gathered that gentle, mild-mannered Phoebe didn’t usually speak to her overbearing mother that way. Briefly, Pippa sat there with her mouth open and no words coming out. Then, red-faced, she got up and stormed into the kitchen to join Siena. Within seconds, I could hear her making a phone call.

“Are you sure about this?” Phoebe asked Merilee, ignoring her mother’s outrage. “This is your wedding night, after all.”

“Positive. You’re staying with us,” Merilee said as Lulu climbed up into Phoebe’s lap and rested her head on her shoulder.

“Thank you, Lulu,” Phoebe said, stroking her. “You’re a sweetie.”

“Lulu is the official Charlton house comfort mechanism,” I said.

Phoebe let out a mournful sigh. “This is totally my fault, you know.”

Merilee studied her curiously. “What’s totally your fault?”

“If I hadn’t filed for a divorce, Junior would still be alive.”

“I have to disagree,” Merilee said. “Your marriage was over and done with ages ago. You told us so. Besides, we have no idea who killed him or why. That’s up to the police to figure out. So don’t beat up on yourself.”

“They’ll want us out of here pretty soon,” I said, hearing more footsteps in the front hall. “It’s a crime scene. A forensics team is going to descend on the whole house. The medical examiner is no doubt on his way. And a homicide detective will show up to take charge of the case.”

“That would be me,” said a squarely built plainclothesman who stood on the edge of the living room. “I’m Detective Lieutenant Meyer Golden. I recognize Miss Nash from her movies.” He glanced at me. “And you’re…?”

“Stewart Hoag, also known as Mister Merilee Nash as of ten o’clock this morning.”

“Is that so? Congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Didn’t I see you on the cover of Time a few months ago, Stu?”

“You may have. And make it Hoagy.”

“Hoagy’s a major new American novelist,” Merilee said.

“Well, that would explain it.”

Lulu climbed out of Phoebe’s lap and ambled over to Lieutenant Golden, her tail thumping. He bent down and patted her.

“The short-legged one is Lulu,” I said, glancing over at Phoebe. “And the long-legged one is—”

“I’m Merilee’s cousin, Phoebe Singleton,” she spoke up. “Or I should say Trowbridge, since the divorce has been finalized and I intend to use my maiden name. Junior is—make that was—my ex-husband, and this is my house for the time being. It’s been my intention to sell it as soon as possible.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” he said to her.

“Thank you, Lieutenant Golden.”

Golden had salt-and-pepper hair, warm, sympathetic dark brown eyes, and a nose that had been broken a few times. His taste in clothing ran from awful to hideous—a cocoa-brown double knit suit with superwide lapels, a pale green polyester shirt, a red-and-white floral tie that was wide enough to double as a lobster bib, and a pair of garish platform-heeled shoes that were worthy of Disco Dan Ford, the Minnesota Twins outfielder who’d been more renowned for his outlandish footwear than his slugging percentage.

And if the name Meyer Golden
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