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Prologue


[image: ]


The woman was exhausted but happy. It had been a long day, beginning with her watch’s alarm tapping her wrist to wake her up, followed by a full shift at the salon; Shelly was a colorist, and she loved her job. She met men and women of all backgrounds, races, religions—all walks of life. She had gotten to know many of her clients, many of whom insisted that she, and no one else, color their hair. She had come to know most of her clients well. They trusted her with their hair and often with their secrets. She knew them. She loved them.

Today had begun like so many other days, listening to the joys and sorrows of her clients while she beautified and satisfied. Her work was challenging and often exhausting—today particularly so, because she had taken a last-minute client who had kept her late at the salon, and by the time she left, she was late for her group.

All day she’d felt she was running behind. She left work late, arrived at group late, then didn’t leave until well after group had ended because she’d needed to use the restroom and splash some water on her face so she’d be awake for the drive home.

When she came out of the bathroom, she saw she was the last to leave. Group was held in a local school building that was locked up by the janitorial staff, so she went out the rear exit and into the parking lot.

She never reached her car. A voice stopped her. Someone was calling her name. She turned and saw a small figure off to one side. Then headlights froze her in their glare; a vehicle’s door opened. She shielded her eyes with a palm and squinted into the light. A question formed on her lips, but an instant later the center of her body was torn to shreds, accompanied by a sound like a half-dozen deep-throated firecrackers going off almost simultaneously.

The question died on her lips.
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Dora was sitting at one of the two desks in the back of the storefront that was the office of Geller Investigations. Adam Geller sat at the other desk, turned toward the back of the room, leaning back in his office chair and watching a rerun of The Odd Couple TV show, his personal favorite, on his iPad.

Dora was reading a newspaper on her computer and shaking her head.

“This congressman is a real piece of work,” she commented. “Multiple female assistants accuse him of inappropriate sexual behavior at work, and he doubles down—says it can’t be true because none of them are up to his standards.” She looked up from the paper at Adam, but the owner of Geller Investigations had finally put down his device and begun scrolling through photos he had taken the previous evening of a new client’s soon-to-be ex-husband, who was dining at an out-of-town restaurant with a woman half his age. The couple was sitting next to, rather than across from, one another and leaning close, whispering into one another’s ears and occasionally kissing.

“It’s been like that since caveman times,” blared the foghorn alto from the front of the office. “Today’s women don’t know how to use their assets.”

“Really?” Dora answered. “What if they don’t want to? What if the advances are unwelcome? Do you have any idea of how often women have to deal with crass, smelly, ugly bosses or co-workers? Don’t they get to live and work in peace, if that’s what they want?”

Thelma, the aging office manager with the foghorn voice, appeared in the doorway between the front and back of the office and leaned against the door jamb with her shoulder. “Gotta deal with reality,” she observed. “What do you suggest they do about it?”

Dora lifted one of her feet a short way into the air. “Steel-toed boots.”

Thelma chuckled and went back to work just as the chimes on the front door jangled.

“My name is Sawyer Townsend,” said a low, husky voice in a timbre that made Dora look up and pay attention, though she couldn’t see the voice’s owner from the back room. “And I’m here about a missing person.”

“Have you been to the police?” Thelma asked, her tone suggesting that she had not yet looked up from the invoices she was typing.

“I don’t want the police involved,” the prospective client answered.

“Why’s that?” Thelma continued.

“Because I said so.”

Dora smiled. Thelma was not used to being spoken to so firmly.

“You’ll want our new client investigator,” Thelma answered after barely a beat. “Dora Ellison. She’s in the back, with the owner.”

“Why wouldn’t I want the owner?”

After a beat of silence, Sawyer Townsend appeared in the doorway. She was tall, perhaps five foot ten, slender, and about thirty years old. She was dressed in a two-piece tracksuit—a glittering gold top with a black racing stripe running the length of each arm and a black spandex bottom with sparkling gold stripes on the outside of each leg. Her makeup was minimal and attractive and accented her bronze skin. Her hair was black with golden highlights.

Townsend’s eyes traveled over Adam and reached Dora; she smiled faintly.

Dora stood. “C’mon in. I’m Dora Ellison.” Dora was five feet eight inches tall and one hundred fifty-five pounds of muscle; she trained three days a week at Shay’s Mixed Martial Arts. She walked lightly, on the balls of her feet, like the athlete she was. Her dark brown hair was medium length, and her skin was a pale beige. She held out a fist, and Townsend looked briefly at it before realizing the intent behind it. She did an awkward fist bump.

“My name is Sawyer Townsend,” the woman began.

“So I heard,” Dora said, and the woman looked befuddled, so Dora nodded in the direction of the outer office. “Just now.”

“Ohh.” Townsend laughed a little; her smile brightened slightly. “I’m the owner of—”

“Why don’t you sit down?” Dora indicated a nearby chair, then fetched it and placed it beside her desk. Townsend sat.

“Thank you.”

“You were saying?”

“Right. I’m the owner of the Rainbow Salon, two blocks west of here.”

“Oh, yes. I’ve heard good things.”

Townsend smiled again. “Thank you.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Just a few moments; I came in—” She nodded toward the outer office, then blushed, realizing her faux pas. “We’ve been here about six months—five, actually. Well, five and a half. My situation has me a little distracted,” she said apologetically.

“Would you like some coffee?” Dora asked, hoping to put the nervous young woman at ease.

“Actually, I’ve got to get back. Thought maybe I could—we could get the ball rolling with whatever you need.”

“Okay,” Dora agreed. “Let’s start with what you need. We can always pick up where you left off—especially given that we’re practically neighbors.”

Townsend nodded and swallowed. “I’m here about my colorist. Her name is Shelly. Shelly Borzer.”

“And she’s missing?”

Townsend looked stunned. “How—how did you know?”

“Didn’t you mention it to Thelma when you came in?”

“Thelma?”

The poor woman looked so confused that Dora briefly wondered if she were high or drunk, then decided she was not. But she was terribly stressed and possibly grief-stricken.

“Let’s start with you telling me about Shelly.” Dora caught Townsend’s eye with a look that seemed to steady the woman, who took a breath and began to explain.

“As you know, we’re the new guys in town. Shelly used to work at Cut ’N Shape, one of our competitors—the ritzy, pinky-finger-in-the-air place that positions themselves as a spa.” She scoffed. “They really do think they’re a spa!” Sawyer touched her thumb to her forefinger, made a little circle, extended a pinkie, and waved her hand in the air. “There’s also another place called Time to Shine, but they specialize in people of color. At my place, Rainbow, we want to serve everybody. I mean, why not? We have people who know how to cut and color any sort of hair, and well—getting back to Shelly, everyone loved her. She just knew, I mean intuitively knew, what you needed and what you’d love. People intuitively knew they could trust her—confide in her. And they did. And she was always, always right. She was sort of”—she groped for the word—“a hair savant.” She dug into a pants pocket, retrieved a phone, and began scrolling through photos. “Here she is.” She held out the phone to Dora, who saw a photo, obviously taken at the salon, of a lean, fair-skinned woman with a clean complexion, a square jaw, and amber hair in a jazzed-up pixie cut. Her smile was so warm and welcoming that Dora instinctively wanted to get to know her.

“How long has she been missing?” Dora asked.

“Since yesterday. She had a late appointment she had to take care of, then a personal appointment of some kind—a group she attends. She never came in today and never called. Shelly would never do that. I went to her house and knocked. I called a bunch of times. Nothing.”

Dora thought about this. “What can you tell me about the late appointment?”

“Nona Cavaletti. Ninety-four years old. She hardly sleeps, so her appointments are always the last of the day.”

Dora nodded. “Does someone drive her here?”

Townsend smiled. “Believe it or not, she uses Lyft. Little old lady with her app.”

Dora concentrated, her features tightened, her expression pensive. “I’m assuming there was nothing notable about that appointment as far as you know.”

Townsend shook her head. “It’s logged in and out of our appointment book, as all appointments have to be.”

“What about the after-work group? Did she show up for that?”

Townsend shrugged. “I don’t know. What I do know is she didn’t show up or call today, and those are red flags.”

Dora nodded. “Have you filed a police report?”

“Not yet,” Townsend answered. “I suppose I should.”

“The police are professionals.”

Townsend sighed worriedly. “Well, I’m concerned about publicity—the wrong kind.”

“My friend, Charlie Bernelli, who owns an ad agency here in town, says all publicity is good for business.”

Townsend equivocated. “Not sure I agree. I’m...careful with my business.”

Dora raised her eyebrows. Townsend looked away and gave a little shrug. Dora wondered if the woman’s shyness derived from the pain and confusion of her missing employee or something else. Most salon owners she had known, and she had known many, were effusive natural marketers—steeped in the banter, intimacy, and garrulous gossip that was so often foundational to the salon experience. Of course, the flavor of every salon’s ambience was unique, often an extension of its owner’s, hairdressers’, or colorists’ personalities.

As if reading her mind, Townsend turned back to Dora and fixed her with a warm smile—a smile Dora found slightly disconcerting, and she had to think about why that was. People rarely made her uncomfortable, and she could not place what it was about Sawyer that was somehow just a little bit off.

“Well, we don’t want any bad publicity. Besides, Rainbow’s personality flowed from Shelly—everybody loved Shelly! I said that, didn’t I? Well, it’s important. She was everyone’s best friend. Really!” Sawyer touched the tips of her fingers to her lips, then kept her hand in front of her face, waving her palm this way and that, fanning herself as she emphasized her words. “You trusted Shelly as soon as you met her. Everybody did. She was effervescent, filled with joy. And she knew exactly the right color or combo of colors for everyone. It was a gift!” Sawyer’s fingers went again to her mouth. “Oh, my God. I’m talking about her in the past tense!” Her eyes filled with tears and her palm again waved to and fro, fanning her face. “Everybody, just everybody loved Shelly!”

Dora pressed her lips together, thinking, Perhaps...perhaps not.

• • •
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AFTER PICKING MISSY up at the library, Dora drove to the Beach City Medical Center, where they pulled into a spot not far from the main building. While people were entering or exiting the lot or walking between their cars and the hospital’s main entrance, today’s activity seemed sedate compared with the recent tumult surrounding the formation of the hospital workers’ union and the spate of medical murders at the hospital that Dora and Missy had helped to solve.

As the two investigators walked toward the building, they passed a petite, voluptuous, dark-skinned woman with short, sienna hair, wearing a crimson sweater, blue jeans, and brown boots. She faced a tall, pale man with dirty blond hair, dressed in a green medical employee’s shirt, complete with name tag and job description, along with the BCMC logo. 

“Look, I’m tired. I just don’t want to go to your place. It’s been a long day, and I’ve been dealing with really difficult people at more than one insurance company.”

The man waved a hand, dismissing her reasoning. “You can rest at my place, Marsha. We’ll pick up dinner, and you can chill to your heart’s content.”

The woman shook her head. “I know what you have in mind, and it isn’t chilling. Not today, Brad. Okay?”

Brad’s hand, which had waved in Marsha’s direction, descended, and he grabbed her wrist between his thumb and forefinger.

Instantly, Dora slowed; Missy followed suit.

“I just don’t want to go to your place today is all,” Marsha insisted. “What’s the big deal?”

“There’s no big deal,” Brad replied. “It’s just that you do want to come. You do—your brain just hasn’t figured it out yet.”

Dora glanced at Missy who, she could see, knew what was coming.

“I ought to know what I want.” Marsha tried to wrench her arm away, but Brad was too strong.

“I agree!” Brad exclaimed. “But you don’t. You should, but you don’t.”

Marsha sighed and stopped trying to pull away. “Listen, let’s talk about it tomorrow at work. Let’s take it slow. I like you, Brad.”

“I know you do, Marsha. And you know you do, only you don’t know how much. Come on.” He began dragging her toward a nearby red Chevy pickup. “We’ll go to my place and talk about it there. It’ll be fine. You’ll be glad you did. Promise!”

Marsha had relaxed the tension in her arm, but now used all her weight to hurl herself away from Brad, and she succeeded in breaking free and taking several steps away from his truck. But Brad was fast; he lurched in her direction, snaking his arm toward her wrist, his fingers grasping for purchase.

As fast as Brad was, Dora was faster. Despite her size, she was as light on her feet as any dancer. She was not a dancer, however; she was a high-level, amateur martial artist—an MMA competitor who preferred the no-rules version of street fighting to anything one saw in a gym or an octagon.

“Easy, Brad,” Dora urged, gripping his wrist much as he had gripped Marsha’s, though in a far more technically sound jiu-jitsu hold designed to allow her access to any of his fingers, should she decide to slide her grip in their direction or to allow her to bend the hand back, breaking the wrist, if she so desired. So far, she had no such desire, but she was waiting to see what happened next.

What happened was what usually happened in these street encounters: Missy groaned, concerned that they might end up in a police station with some unfortunately incomplete video from someone’s phone as evidence. Brad struggled to pull free, as most men did, causing Dora to apply pressure, in this case, to Brad’s thumb. Brad screamed and instantly sank to his knees.

“You need to accept what Marsha is saying, Brad. She’s not coming to your place today.” Dora turned to Marsha. “I suggest, Marsha, that you refrain from going with him any other day, too—though, of course, you’re free to do whatever you like. The guy’s bad news. And anyway, you can do so much better.”

“Who the fuck are you?” Brad whined, looking wildly around. “This lady’s attacking me! Does anybody see this? Can anybody take some video?”

“You sure you want people seeing your big man self—what are you, six two?”

“Six three,” Brad moaned, reflexively. 

“You want people seeing me kicking your masculine ass all over social media? Why not just leave the lady alone, let her go on her way, and I’ll let you be on yours?”

Brad didn’t answer, but he also didn’t move, and Dora watched as Marsha walked away.

She smiled at Brad. “Good choice.”
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Neither Dora nor Missy spoke as they walked the short distance to the hospital entrance. As they approached and the automatic doors swooshed open, Dora pulled Missy aside.

“I’m sorry, Miss. I know you hate when I do that.”

Missy had tears in her eyes; blinking, she wiped them away with the forefingers of either hand. “One day, someone’ll have a gun, and that’ll be the end of you—and of us.” Missy was not much more than five feet tall, and she was rounder and softer than Dora, with features that spoke of her South Asian heritage. While Dora’s favorite past times were violent mixed martial arts and street fighting, Missy’s was curling up with a good book. Both women loved puzzles. Dora loved traditional puzzles—images cut into pieces—while Missy loved Sudoku, which were puzzles comprised of numbers—in rows, columns, and squares. Their mutual love of puzzles led them to join together at Geller Investigations to solve crimes—a different sort of puzzle.

Dora sighed. “I know. You’re right. But do you have any idea how much sexual innuendo and just plain abuse most women take?”

“What am I, a guy? Of course, I do. It’s disgusting. I took it from kids when I was in grade school, teachers and teacher’s aides in high school, professors and other students in college, and co-workers, bosses, and goodness, people on the street as a grown-up. I get it. Men think they can say stuff ’cause they figure you’re weaker—”

“Or,” Dora mused, “they think it’s what you want. Well, it is abuse, and it’s about time someone stood up to some of these jackasses.” She grinned.

But Missy did not return her smile. “So you’re the sexual abuse police, now?”

Dora shielded her eyes with the palm of her left hand. She shook her head. “I apologize if you feel I put you in danger, but I promise—” She looked Missy in the eye, and when Missy looked away, she took Missy’s chin between her thumb and forefingers and turned her face back so that they were again looking at one another. “I promise—I am here to protect you, not the opposite. Always.”

Missy pressed her lips together and nodded, her eyes tearing again.

“Listen,” Dora continued, “I’ve been thinking about something. What do you say we move in together?”

“What?” Missy was startled. Frustrated, she wiped her tears away. “Let’s go in. We can talk about that later. People’re looking at us through the window.”

As the automated doors parted and they entered the hospital lobby, Charlie Bernelli rushed from the window, where he and his wife, Christine Pearsall-Bernelli, who was also Beach City’s mayor, had been watching them. Charlie’s face was a mask of intensity—part excitement, part exhaustion, part terror; he began accosting the two investigators with long, barely punctuated sentences.

“Sarah’s been in labor for five and a half hours and C3’s been with her the whole time—betcha she’s doing better than he is—ha! Just kidding. I sure hope she’s got good meds or an epidural or something—I mean, how long can the kid take to come out, you know? I wonder how it is for her in there, and I hope they’ve changed doctors at some point—I mean Sarah loves her doctor, but can they maintain focus for whole shifts? I’m guessing they have nurses in there with them—at least one nurse, probably more, what do you think?” He gesticulated as he spoke, punching and poking the air, his long gray-blond hair whirling about his head. He smelled of a combination of cologne and fear-driven sweat.

Dora didn’t answer but watched him, wondering if he was on some kind of drug or if he was merely wired from exhaustion and stress over the birth of his granddaughter.

Charlie looked back at her, then at Missy, then back at Dora. “What? Do I have food between my teeth?” He began picking at them with a thumbnail.

Dora enveloped him in a bear hug. “Charlie, Charlie, Charlie.” She shook her head.

He grinned and waved at Missy, who waved back.

They headed as a group back toward the little cluster of chairs near the window, where Christine was still seated. She stood up, beaming, as they approached.

“Grandma!” Dora exclaimed, pulling Christine into another of her bear hugs. She was teasing her friend, who was, in fact, now a first-time grandma.

Christine pulled back and gave Dora a dirty look, at which Dora burst out laughing. She noticed that Christine’s reddish-brown hair was in a new, layered style and was now streaked with gray. Otherwise, the mayor looked as she usually did—fit, cheerful, and smart-looking in a navy blue business suit that was as conservative as her socio-political outlook. Christine smiled warmly at Missy, who held up a hand.

“No hugging for me,” Missy said apologetically. “I’m still COVID-cautious.”

Charlie had pulled two more chairs over from a nearby table, and they all sat down.

“I like the new hair,” Dora said to Christine.

Christine shrugged ruefully. “Really? My usual colorist wasn’t in the last time at Rainbow, and the roots had already begun to grow out. Meanwhile, I went to another shop, Cut ’N Shape, to do my hair.  Actually, I don’t love it. I’ll have Shelly color it next time.”

“I love it both ways,” Dora answered diplomatically. “But somehow, the usual way is more ‘you,’ though it could be I’m just used to that.”

“Well, I hope she’s back next time I’m there,” Christine sighed.

Dora looked at Charlie, who had not sat down but was pacing in circles around the group.

“Stop,” Dora protested, squinting. “You’re making me dizzy. Anyway, how’s work?”

Charlie sat down and leaned toward Dora, still babbling. “Fantastic! New client—HelthE Snax—owner Dean Clayburgh...bit of a...all about his cars, boats, houses...measures his dick by his...lots of work though...love it.” Before Dora could answer, he was up again and pacing in the opposite direction. He seemed to be leaving out parts of his sentences, as though his brain were moving so fast it could not stop for every word.

C3 came through a door at the far end of the lobby, wearing hospital greens and a broad smile. “Olivia is here! Six pounds, four ounces! Sixteen inches!”

Charlie rushed over to him. “Is she...?”

“Don’t start with me, Dad. She’s breathing. She’s crying. Your granddaughter is here!”

Charlie was a little crestfallen and more than a little annoyed but hid both well. “How’s Sarah?”

“Exhausted. She’s dozing right now, with Olivia in her arms.”

Christine had encircled one of her arms through one of Charlie’s, and her other arm had gone round C3’s shoulder. For just a moment, they looked like any other happily growing family.

• • •
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BEFORE THE SALON OPENED the next day, Dora met again with Sawyer Townsend, this time in Sawyer’s office at the Rainbow Salon which, except for the office, was made up of a single wide, mirrored room with swiveling chairs along both sides. Missy, meanwhile, interviewed stylists and colorists in the waiting area in the front, which was two small couches that faced one another, along with several plush armchairs. The furniture and walls were chocolate-colored with bright rainbow swirling shapes painted in a style that, to Dora, evoked the psychedelic sensibilities of the 1960s. Tall posters in thin silver frames adorned the walls. The posters were prints of fashion photos of models of all ages—most of them women—sporting a variety of hairstyles and colors.

Townsend’s office matched the colorful style of the rest of the salon, but the photos on her walls were of a black Labrador retriever.

“Yours?” Dora asked.

Townsend nodded and smiled. “Lorelei,” she said. “The love of my life.”

“I have a Rottweiler-Doberman mix—a girl named Freedom.”

“What a wonderful name!”

Dora grinned. “She’s a rescue. Do you have family?”

Townsend nodded again toward the photos of Lorelei. “I’m out of touch with the human ones.” Her hand went to her throat.

Dora nodded. “What can you tell me about Shelly’s after-work plans?”

Townsend’s mouth twisted as she thought about the question. Then she shrugged. “Shelly was...is...a really private person. I’m trying to remember if she mentioned any plans, but I don’t think she did. She never does. As far as I know, and I’m pretty sure that as far as anyone around her knows, Shelly’s job is her life. She’s just—” The salon owner searched for a word. “—effervescent. People trust her with their secrets. She’s the sort of person you just intuitively know you can trust. And everyone does. She’s our most popular colorist.” Townsend’s face fell. “We’re sure to lose business unless she comes back.”

“Does she have family?”

Townsend nodded. “Her parents are gone, but she has a brother—older.”

“How old is Shelly?”

Townsend thought about the question, then shrugged. “I’m not sure, really. Mid-thirties, I’d say.”

“Do you have any reason to believe she’d want to suddenly leave town?”

Townsend gave a firm shake of her head. “I not only don’t—it’s something Shelly wouldn’t do without talking to me and making arrangements for her clients. She was...is so devoted to them. She loves them, and they love her.”

“She has no significant other?”

Townsend shook her head again. “I...don’t know.”

Dora leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “How competitive are the salons in town?”

Townsend took a deep breath and exhaled with a whoosh. “Well, we don’t pay much overt attention to one another. I suppose the truth is we don’t much like one another. There’s gossip. We’ve heard things the other salon employees have said about us.”

“Like what?”

“Like we water down some of our products. We charge too much...”

Dora nodded. “Business-related accusations.”

“I’m not sure I’d say they rise—or fall—to the level of accusations.” Townsend shrugged, and her lips tightened. “Just gossip. Nasty gossip, probably spread by jealous owners or ex-employees.”

“Could any of them be jealous enough to do anything to Shelly?”

Townsend looked surprised. “Hurt her physically, you mean? I don’t think so. I can’t imagine anything like that. But stealing her away—luring her with money and promises. That’s another thing.”

Dora’s eyebrows went up. “Do you think she’d go, for the right offer?”

Townsend didn’t answer right away. “She loves it here. But for the right offer—who wouldn’t?”

“So who might know more about her personal life?”

“Maybe one of the other stylists or colorists.”

• • •
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MISSY, MEANWHILE, WAS already speaking with the salon’s remaining colorist and two stylists. She sat with each of them individually, while Townsend shooed waiting customers to empty salon chairs to give them privacy.

Myra Levinson was a colorist who appeared to be in her late 40s, with deep reddish-purple hair whose color she referred to as “jam.” She was friendly in a matronly, even motherly way. She wore a loose white blouse and a lavender peasant dress that gave her a hippyish vibe.

“I don’t know much about Shelly’s goings and comings on the last day she was here. We’re all so close. I can’t imagine why anyone might want to hurt Shelly.”

Missy cocked her head to one side. “What do you think happened to her?”

Myra looked surprised. “I have no idea.”

Missy frowned and nodded. “Isn’t it possible she went off somewhere and for whatever reason didn’t call in?”

“Of course it is.” Myra nodded. “And I hope that’s the case. But Shelly’s always been so responsible. I can’t imagine her not calling in.” She laughed. “Unless she won the lottery or something. If I won the lottery, I wouldn’t call anyone. I wouldn’t want anyone to come begging at my door. I’d disappear, too. I’d change my phone number as well.”

Missy made a mental note to ask Dora about Shelly’s phone activity, assuming they could gain access.

Willa Spencer was a stylist who appeared to be barely out of her teens and claimed to have been styling hair professionally since she was fourteen when she began working on her friends’ hair. Willa had luxurious long, straight blonde hair of the sort many young and not-so-young women coveted. She had a carefree personality, but not with a hippy vibe. She was more of a cheerful, polite, nice-looking young woman with a ready smile and a positive word for and about everyone. She had not worked on Shelly’s last day.

She claimed to look up to Shelly as a role model—Shelly encouraged her to do whatever she wanted in life. To follow her dreams. She said she wished her mother was more like Shelly. After a moment, she said that Shelly was a kind of surrogate mother to her.

Estelle Robinson was a stylist who worked on most of Rainbow’s Black clients. She was tall and lithe, with angular features. Her ebony cheekbones and chin were sharp, and she wore her hair in a short Afro with no makeup except for pink lipstick. A gold ring pierced one nostril, another the opposite ear. She was particularly skilled in pixie cuts, corn rows of just about any thickness, box braids, dreadlocks, hair twists, long and short cuts, blunt cuts, loose waves that used hair oil to tame the frizz, curly bobs, updos, slicked back bobs, Afros, faux hawks, buzz cuts, high ponytails, low buns, and high crown braids.

When asked about Shelly, she shrugged and her eyes went cold, and Missy wondered if this were because she didn’t want to talk about Shelly or because she didn’t want to talk to her and Dora at all. So Missy asked if Estelle got along with Shelly. She got along with Shelly “just fine,” Estelle claimed. She got along with everybody, but her demeanor said that she didn’t have to like it.

Missy found Townsend’s office, where Dora was just finishing interviewing the salon owner, and together they made their way out of the salon and to Dora’s turbo. Their next stops were the two other salons in Beach City. Dora had started the car and was about to pull away, when Willa Spencer hurried out the salon door and toward the car, waving. Dora rolled down the window.

“I’m glad I caught you,” Willa said as she lit a cigarette. “I said
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