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        June 1974

        Kansas City, Missouri

      

      

      My morning swim doesn’t usually involve corpses. If it did, I’d give up swimming for something less stressful, like coaxing cobras out of baskets or my mother out of bed before ten.

      Watching the sun rise over the seventh green is often the best part of my day. I dive into the pool while the water is still inky. When the light has changed from deepest indigo to lavender, I break my stroke, tread water and admire the sky as it bleeds from gold to yellow to pink. It’s a ritual, a metaphorical cleansing, a moment of stolen peace.

      After all, I have a teenage daughter, a mother with strong opinions, a Weimaraner named Max who plots to take over our house on his path toward world domination, and a husband.

      Much as I’d like to, I can’t leave him out.

      I kicked off my Dr. Scholl’s, tossed my husband’s button down onto a deck chair, dove into the dark water and gasped at the sudden, encompassing cold. That shock of chilly water against my skin is better than coffee when it comes to waking up. Maybe not better. Faster.

      My legs kicked, my arms sliced, and I settled into the comforting rhythm of the Australian crawl. My fingers knifed through the water, anticipating the smooth parting of liquid. They found fabric and the horrific touch of cold flesh.

      

      I WATCHED the sunrise from a deck chair. It was not cathartic or peaceful. It was awful. The police swarmed around the pool like industrious ants, pausing only when someone jumped into the water and floated the body to the side. They fished it out and laid it at the edge of the pool.

      I turned my head away. I didn’t want to see.

      A man wearing a truly unfortunate pair of plaid pants broke away from the ants and sat on the deck chair next to mine. “Are you all right? Do you want a glass of water?” He had nice eyes. Brown. Like coffee.

      “Coffee,” I croaked.

      He waved at the ants and a moment later one of them appeared with a thermos. He poured some caffeinated ambrosia into the red plastic top and handed it to me.

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m afraid we don’t have cream or sugar.”

      “Black is fine.” I took a sip to prove it.

      “I’m Detective Jones. Can you tell me what happened this morning?”

      “I was swimming.”

      “Without a lifeguard?” I could hear the disapproval in his voice. Detective Jones, purveyor of thermos coffee, wearer of plaid pants, was a follower of rules. I used to like that in a man. There’s something comforting about someone who colors within the lines. Problems arise when a strict follower of rules decides to forsake them. He doesn’t just jaywalk. Nope. A lifetime of good behavior gives him the right to sleep with other women. Or, if he’s slightly more powerful, order a break-in at Watergate. Goes to show, you can’t trust anyone these days. Not husbands. Not presidents. Not cops.

      I sipped my coffee while the warmth of the cup thawed my fingers. “The club knows I swim in the mornings. I do it at my own risk.”

      His lips pinched together. Clearly, he took a dim view of swimming alone. “What time did you get here this morning?”

      “Around five-thirty.”

      “Why so early?”

      “I like to be in the water at least twenty minutes before sunrise.”

      “Did you notice anything out of the ordinary?”

      Just a dead body. “No.”

      “What about other people? Cars in the parking lot?”

      I shook my head. “No. No people. There’s usually a car or two in the parking lot. If someone has had one too many, they leave their car here overnight.”

      “So you parked your car then came straight to the pool?”

      What else would I do? “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “I dove into the water and started swimming. I’d gone maybe half a lap when I…” I shuddered, “when I touched the body.”

      Detective Jones offered a smile that managed to be both sympathetic and encouraging. “And then?”

      “I screamed. One of the groundskeepers from the golf course heard me. He called you.”

      I took another sip of coffee and glanced around the pool. The morning light still looked delicate enough to break. The weeping cherry tree had lost a few leaves and they skittered across the pool deck in the soft breeze. The police conferred around the body. Then they stepped away and I saw it. Saw her. In that second, my morning went from plain dreadful to the worst ever.

      I stared at the ruined dress. Halston. Couture, not off the rack. Everyone who was anyone in Kansas City had heard about how she bought it from Halston himself.

      My expression must have reflected my shock because Detective Jones sat up straight in a chair designed for lounging and his nose twitched like a bloodhound’s with a fresh scent.

      His eyes didn’t look quite so nice anymore. “Who is she?”

      I could have told him she was my husband’s mistress. But that word—mistress—it connotes more than an exchange of fluids. Money. Or emotion. Or something.

      On the other hand, the woman screwing my husband sounded far too harsh. Like I was angry. I got over being angry months ago. The woman my husband ties to a bedpost and flogs with a cat-o-nine tails offered more information than I was willing to share. “Her name is Madeline Harper.”

      “How do you know her?”

      He would find out about Madeline and Henry, eventually. No doubt about it. I ought to tell him, but to talk about it, to say the words aloud, would be like ripping off a well-affixed Band-Aid. “I’ve known Madeline forever. We went to the same preschool, the same grade school, and the same high school.”

      “Not the same college?”

      “Madeline went back east. I went to art school.”

      “You didn’t like her.” It wasn’t a question.

      “How can you tell?”

      “You don’t seem upset.”

      “I didn’t like her.”

      “Why not?”

      The Band-aid had to come off. It was going to hurt like hell. That little bit of mental plaster had been hiding all the things I didn’t want to see – the things that constituted marriage to Henry. I certainly didn’t want to explain any of them to a policeman. I stared at my feet, long, bony and resting on damp concrete. I had to tell him. I opened my mouth and chickened out. “We have…had… different values.

      “When was the last time you saw her?”

      “A week ago Tuesday. My husband and I had drinks with her and her husband, Roger.” Polite drinks. Ignore the elephant drinks. We’re-boinking-like-bunnies-and-you-don’t-have-thecourage-to-do-anything-about-it drinks.

      “I thought you didn’t like her.”

      “Sometimes sharing a history is more important than liking someone.”

      He nodded as if he understood. “You told Officer Roberts that you’re an artist.”

      “I did. I am.”

      “What kind?” Detective Jones sounded disapproving again. Like I’d broken another unwritten rule. You shall not swim alone. You shall not be an artist unless you struggle with poverty and personal hygiene.

      “I paint.”

      “So you notice details.”

      “I suppose.” My gaze traced the celadon threads in his pants. Where they intersected with navy, the threads looked almost green. When they met cream, they looked gray.

      “What did you see in the parking lot this morning?”

      I closed my eyes and pictured my car’s headlights cutting through the lot. Ansil Merriwether’s navy Cadillac with the dented fender was parked across two spots. He’d probably been clutching a scotch when he arrived for drinks with his cronies. A jaunty red Mercedes braved the morning dew with its top down. “Madeline’s car is in the lot. It’s the convertible.”

      “Any idea why she’d be here in the middle of the night?”

      “Middle of the night?” I’d leapt to the assumption that she’d closed the bar, wandered down to the pool after drinks and dinner and more drinks and fallen in.

      He nodded. “The club security guard thought he heard something around one. He turned on the lights in the pool. It was empty.”

      After nearly forty years, you come to know a person. Their likes, their dislikes, their foibles. So I knew. Madeline hadn’t stopped by the club for a swim in her favorite Halston dress in the middle of the night. In the unlikely event that the most self-centered woman on the planet decided to kill herself, it wouldn’t be by drowning. Madeline wouldn’t want the water to bloat her features. Not an accident. Not a suicide. She’d been murdered.

      The shake of my shoulders had nothing to do with the cool morning breeze. The wronged wife who found her was going to be the prime suspect.

      A murder suspect. Me. Ellison Walford Russell. Mother was going to kill me.

      I toyed with the idea of asking Detective Jones to put me in protective custody.

      Of course, I wasn’t a suspect. Yet. I would be as soon as the detective with the nice brown eyes learned that the woman who found Madeline had a good reason to kill her. He’d find out. No doubt about it. Madeline and Henry hadn’t been discreet. Not remotely.

      Getting caught in the coatroom at the club Christmas party was the rough equivalent of renting a billboard. Apparently rubbing Roger’s and my noses in their affair was part of the fun.

      I gave it an hour before some helpful, civic-minded woman who spent her days playing tennis or golf or sunning called Detective Jones and told him all about it. I took a deep breath of air scented with damp grass and chlorine. “Madeline was sleeping with my husband.”

      His gaze sharpened. It shifted between me and the body on the concrete. “Why are you telling me?”

      “Because Madeline would never kill herself. Not like this.”

      Detective Jones drummed his fingers on his knee. Long, almost elegant fingers. He waited for me to say something else, using his silence against me. My father used to do the same thing when I came home late for curfew and he wanted to know where I’d been. It was a good technique. I used it with my daughter. It wouldn’t work on me.

      The silence stretched. I put down my empty coffee cup and crossed my arms over my chest.

      Detective Jones smiled. It was the indulgent smile mothers give to toddlers. A smile that said I’ll let you win this battle, but I’ll win the war. It chilled my blood. “How long have you known?” he asked.

      “Eight months.”

      He nodded as if I’d answered more than just his question.

      His fingers stilled. “Did you kill her?”

      The birds warbling, the voices of the men by the pool and the sound of the water as it lapped into the gutter all faded into silence. “No.” My voice was too loud. “I’m not a killer.” Nope, I was a woman who sounded about as convincing as Dick Nixon when he said I’m not a crook.

      Those nice eyes didn’t look nice anymore. They narrowed. “Any idea who else might want her dead?”

      Who else? Besides Roger and me? I might as well hand him the club directory. I shivered in the sunshine. Someone had killed Madeline. Probably someone I knew. “She wasn’t well liked.”

      He raised a brow. Detective Jones was going to try silence again.

      I shifted and focused on a robin perched on the edge of a deck chair farther down the row. It watched the activity near the pool with unabashed interest. Someone in a uniform was zipping Madeline into a black bag.

      “What did she do?” Detective Jones sounded annoyed.

      “When she wasn’t playing tennis or golf or bridge, she worked part-time for an art gallery.”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      I forced myself to look into Detective Jones’ narrowed eyes. “She slept with other women’s husbands, she spread malicious gossip and she wasn’t above a spot of blackmail.”

      “Blackmail?”

      “To get invitations to the right parties. That sort of thing.”

      He tilted his head slightly to the side. “I’m going to need a list.”

      He wasn’t asking for a list, he was asking me to commit social suicide. I had about as much chance of surviving as a kamikaze pilot. If the ladies who lunch didn’t kill me, Mother would. “I can’t help you.”

      Again with the narrowed eyes. I liked Detective Jones much better when he was being solicitous and pouring me coffee.

      I lifted my shoulders and let them fall. My path was clear. I couldn’t help him. A glowering police detective was nowhere near as intimidating as Mother when she was on the warpath.

      If I sold out any of her friends or their daughters… Well, Custer’s Last Stand would look like a day in the park. She’d massacre me.

      Detective Jones nodded. Slowly. “I’ll have to ask you to come down to the station to make a statement.”

      Which is how the worst morning ever got worse.
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      I got home and glanced at the clock on the wall—a quarter ‘til ten, a full fifteen minutes before Frances Walford ever got up.

      Par for the course of my morning—not only was Mother up, she’d driven to my house and taken up a strategic position in my kitchen. She was ready for battle with a helmet of teased white hair and her everyday armor—diamonds on her knuckles and a serviceable navy dress. Someone must have called and told her that her odd, artistic daughter had found a body.

      I’d wanted nothing more than a quiet moment to reflect, a shower, and a decent cup of coffee. Instead, I got my mother demanding to hear about my morning. At least she’d made coffee.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      I stared at her in disbelief. Was I all right? “I found Madeline Harper floating in the pool, spent two hours at the police station dressed in a damp swimsuit and a shirt with frayed cuffs, and I’m a murder suspect.”

      Mother drew in a sharp breath then her eyes narrowed. “No need to get testy. I’m just trying to help.”

      Of course she was. Just like the Romans were trying to help the Christians when they introduced them to the lions.

      “You look like hell,” she added. So much for being solicitous. Mother reached into the refrigerator and pushed things around until she found the cream, then opened the container and sniffed.

      “I bought it yesterday.”

      She sniffed it again. “Why did they take you to the station?”

      “I told them about Henry and Madeline.”

      My mother froze. The cream spilling from the carton into her coffee cup froze. Max, who’d padded into the kitchen in hopes someone would leave food unattended, froze. I’d broken the cardinal rule of the Walfords. Thou shall not air dirty laundry in public.

      “Why would you tell them that?” Her voice was arctic.

      “It was hardly a secret. They were going to find out anyway.”

      She arched a brow.

      “Madeline was murdered.”

      She wanted to tell me I was being fanciful. Her mouth opened, her lips even formed the words—but she couldn’t do it. The morning’s events supported me. Madeline was dead and I’d been hauled to the police station in my swimsuit.

      In a classic Frances Walford maneuver, she changed tactics. “I simply can’t believe you wore that to talk to the police.”

      I took a very deep breath and reached for the coffee pot. “I didn’t have much choice.” All things being equal I would have preferred to wear actual clothes to a testosterone-filled squad room.

      “I blame that woman.”

      Yes. It was all Madeline’s fault. How inconsiderate of her to get murdered.

      “Although, now that she’s dead, you and Henry can work things out.”

      I took a bracing sip of coffee. “I don’t want to work things out.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course you do.”

      Henry and I had agreed to stay married until Grace went to college. I’d thought that meant we would comport ourselves with discretion until we dropped her at her dorm room. Henry had different ideas. Ideas that included other women and whips and handcuffs and things I didn’t want to know.

      “You can’t just give up on your marriage.”

      I gave up eighteen months ago, but I didn’t have the energy to argue with her. “I need a shower.” She hadn’t followed me into a bathroom. Yet.

      “Where’s Grace?” she asked.

      “Working.” Babysitting for toddlers. Cheap birth control.

      “Where’s Henry?”

      “I imagine he’s at the bank. I haven’t seen him today.” Not only had I not seen him, I didn’t know if he’d been home last night. My coffee cup stalled halfway to my lips. If I was a suspect, Henry might be as well. Although there was no reason for him to murder Madeline—that I knew of.

      “Ending a marriage is no small thing. You’re sure you want to divorce him?”

      “Positive.”

      Mother patted her hair and donned her contemplative expression, the one that always boded ill.

      I tried to ignore it. I wiped down a clean countertop then I got the broom and swept up a few dog hairs. I finished my coffee, rinsed the mug and put it in the dishwasher. Mother sat at my kitchen island, lost in thought, coming to terms with her daughter’s crumbling marriage to a philandering husband.

      She could sit there until the cows came home. I needed a shower. I opened the door to the back stairs and took a step.

      “Hunter Tafft!”

      I blinked. “What about him?”

      She patted her lips with a napkin. “He’s single again.”

      Only Mother could travel from a failed marriage to a divorce to a new marriage in the time it took to wipe the coffee out of the corners of her mouth. “No.” I tried to sound strong and decisive.

      Mother gave me her best don’t-be-dense look and waited for me to change my mind. She could wait for a month of Sundays. The answer would still be no.

      “I am not going to date Hunter Tafft.” I wanted to be perfectly clear.

      “Why not? You just told me your marriage was over.”

      “No.”

      “You’d make a lovely couple. He’s so distinguished.”

      If I banged my head against the wall, would she even notice? Probably not, and I’d get a bruise on my forehead. “No.”

      It would be crass to point out he was filthy rich. She did it anyway. “You’d never have to worry about the future.” I didn’t now. Mother was under the impression that my career as an artist would be as fleeting as summer lightning – blinding, bright and gone in an instant. “No.”

      “Don’t be silly, Ellison. You need a man to look out for you.

      I’ll call him for you.”

      Oh good Lord. “Please don’t.”

      “You’ll thank me later.”

      I wouldn’t. What’s more, I wouldn’t be able to look Hunter

      Tafft in the face ever again. “I’m going to go lie down.”

      “I don’t think you should be alone.”

      It was all I wanted, and I wanted it like an alcoholic wants a drink.

      “We need a fourth for bridge. Why don’t you get cleaned up and join us?”

      I wanted the comfort of taking up my brushes and moving the swirling fear and anger from my stomach to a canvas. “I don’t feel up to it.”

      “Of course you do.” Mother locked her gaze on me. Caught in her sights, I did what I always do. I squirmed and hemmed and hawed and wished somewhere along the line I’d developed enough backbone to stand up to her.

      “It will do you good. We’ll see you at two.”

      

      THINGS I WOULD RATHER HAVE DONE than play bridge included triple bogeying the eighth hole, listening to Mother’s exhaustive explanation of the principles of defensive bidding, and playing doubles with Stephie Marks. Stephie established herself on the court, created a mental circle of approximately two feet, then didn’t move beyond it. Playing doubles with her was like playing singles on an extra-large court with an obstacle in the center. Unfortunately, it’s easier to cheat fate than disappoint Mother. At precisely two o’clock, I walked into the card room at the country club.

      From her seat at the table, Mother gave me her best what’s-Ellison-wearing look. The expression includes narrowed eyes, pursed lips, a tilted chin and the expectation of disappointment. I wore a sunny yellow Lilly shift printed with orange baboons and green squirrels, a matching lime sweater around my shoulders and green sandals with a sedate heel.

      She couldn’t complain. I was on time, appropriately dressed, with my hair combed into the French twist she preferred. I offered her a pinched expression that might pass for a smile.

      “Darling girl, I heard you had the most appalling morning.” Bitty Sue Foster beamed up at me. With her deep tan, surfeit of teeth and cotton ball hair, Bitty Sue’s smile could be rather blinding. I blinked. “Your momma said you didn’t want to be alone.” Bitty Sue was from Savannah and forty years of living in Kansas City had done nothing to erase her accent. “I’m so glad we had an open seat.”

      Lorna Michaels reached out and trapped my wrist in her roped hand. With its pointy nails, it looked like a turkey vulture’s talon. “You must tell us all about it. You’ll feel better.”

      She’d feel better dining out on a first-hand account of how I found a murdered Madeline Harper floating in the swimming pool.

      In that moment, murder seemed like a completely reasonable way to handle problems. I could slip cyanide into Mother’s five o’clock gin and tonic or maybe I could toss a toaster into her bubble bath or… I didn’t know. Never having contemplated murder before, I wasn’t terribly creative.

      I offered a bare bones description of my morning while Mother fanned the cards in the center of the table. We all picked one. I drew the two of clubs. The lowest card possible. My luck continued.

      Mother’s ace of diamonds won the deal. I shuffled the second deck—white with the country club’s crest in red (like blood on fresh fallen snow)—and wished I was somewhere else. Death Valley in July. Northern Canada in January. The police station in my swimsuit.

      Bitty Sue offered me another blinding smile. “Powers tells me he sold another passel of your paintings to collectors on the coasts.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Isn’t that fine? He says you’re in high demand.”

      Mother snorted. She blamed painting for the death of my marriage.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      The trouble between Henry and me started when my art became more than just a profitable hobby. The first tax return was a fluke. Women don’t make more money than their banker husbands. When it happened two years in a row, Henry developed an interest in handcuffs and floggers. I didn’t. Mother told me to give up painting and save my marriage. It was the one and only time I’ve stood my ground.

      I paint. I am obscenely well paid for my paintings. Powers says the real money will be in lithographs. What neither Powers nor Henry understands is that I don’t paint for money. I never have. I paint because if I didn’t have a way to channel all my feelings, I’d go mad.

      Bitty Sue took in Mother’s narrowed eyes and changed the subject. “My son sold another Picasso. Powers doesn’t like me bragging on him but he’s a mighty fine art dealer, isn’t he, Ellison?”

      “The best.” Powers Foster was better than a good art dealer. He was a prescient one. He could identify new talent long before his competition saw their promise. He belonged in New York clubbing with Andy Warhol and Bianca Jagger. With his effete manners, erupting pocket squares and tendency to call everyone darling, he’d be a huge hit. Instead, he lived in Kansas City. Bitty Sue demanded it. Powers wasn’t any better at standing up to his mother than I was to mine.

      It was amazing we got any bridge in. We were the most popular people at the club. Audrey Miles was the first to interrupt us. She simpered over and asked in that breathless way of hers if I was all right.

      “I heard…” she covered her mouth with her hand as if she didn’t want anyone to see her say the words, “…I heard she was murdered.” She sounded as insipid and vague as Mia Farrow in Gatsby. No wonder Gibson cheated on her with Madeline. Too bad he couldn’t hold Madeline’s interest. She moved on to greener pastures – namely Henry – and Gib filed for divorce. Why couldn’t Audrey have been the one to find Madeline? She had as much reason to want her dead as I did.

      After Audrey came Tippy, then Buffy, then Georgina. Even Myra Feathers stopped by. She’d spoken to me just once since the club Christmas party, a terse demand that we replace her mink coat. All of them had the same questions, the same sympathetic frowns, the same avid gleams in their eyes. All of them made me long to be hacking my way out of a sand trap.

      Women kept coming until Mother pulled out her dragon scowl, an expression so fearsome it could keep the Huns at bay. It worked a peach with country club women.

      Thank God for Mother. If one more woman came sniffing around for gossip or to see how I was holding up – you poor dear, you look a bit pale, but I suppose that’s to be expected. This must be doubly upsetting for you – I’d have asked Mother for a refresher lesson on bidding.

      My friend Libba would say I’m being too hard on them. Libba has never walked into a crowded room and had every woman in it fall silent.

      It’s the law of the jungle. Only the strong survive and Henry’s affair made me look weak. They hardly bothered to hide their satisfaction at the collapse of my marriage—Ellison Russell might be able to paint but she can’t keep her husband happy. They sharpened their claws. The most I could muster for any of them was a too bright smile – all teeth, no sincerity.

      After Mother donned her fire-breathing face, we managed to play an uninterrupted rubber. Bitty Sue, Lorna and Mother managed two bottles of wine as well.

      When Bitty Sue went down two because she trumped her own winner, she sighed deeply. “I told Powers time and again that woman was nothing but trouble. I’ve always wondered why he hired her.”

      Mother looked from her cards and rolled her eyes. “Isn’t it obvious?”

      Why did they insist on talking about Madeline? I’d rather talk about Watergate. Like everyone else, I was sick to death of hearing about it, but I’d happily discuss tapes or impeachment or even G. Gordon Liddy rather than Madeline.

      Besides, if Mother thought Madeline and Powers had ever been together…Well, that was about as likely as Lorna and Powers. Powers didn’t date women. Obviously, Mother’s observational skills had been severely handicapped by years of paying attention to only me.

      I suppose I could have asked Powers to fire Madeline. He’d have done it. Keeping an artist happy is more important than keeping a part-time salesperson. But it seemed petty. If Henry hadn’t taken up with Madeline, he would have found someone else. Besides, Madeline was willing to work on straight commission, so Powers didn’t have to pay her unless she sold something.

      The next time I was dummy I escaped to the powder room.

      The ladies’ lounge at the club is a study in wishful thinking – white on white, with glass topped lobster traps serving as end tables, Krill baskets to hide the tampons, and etchings of seashells. The white chaise lounge sported a marine blue pillow. Someone wanted to be in Nantucket, wanted to forget that we were perched on the edge of the plains, a place rich in wheat and cattle and poor in ocean vistas.

      I would have stayed at the table squirming while my bladder protested the gallon of iced tea I’d sent its way if I’d known Prudence Davies was going to be there. Henry used to call her a bony-assed harpy – when he was feeling charitable. I tried not to call her anything. I tried to stay out of her way.

      “Ellison, you poor dear. How are you?”

      I gave her a half-hearted attempt at a smile, the kind that shakes at the corner of your lips because your muscles aren’t quite up to it. “Fine.”

      She pulled a tube of lipstick from her purse. “I just think it’s so brave of you to be here.”

      “Brave?”

      Prudence gave me her version of a crocodile smile and I thought I ought to take notes. Her smile managed to communicate actual menace. “I don’t know if I’d be able to show my face if my husband was out last night with a woman who was found dead this morning.”

      Bony-assed harpy was far too nice a description. I lowered my lashes so she couldn’t read the expression in my eyes. “How do you know Henry was out with Madeline?”

      “I saw them.”

      “Really? They only go to the one place.” My husband didn’t take Madeline out for dinner or dancing. He took her to some kinky club downtown. If Prudence had seen them out together, she’d have to have been there too. Prudence in a dog collar…I’d pay to see that.

      She blinked. Rapidly. Swallowed. “I mean, I heard it through the grapevine. You know.”

      “I do know.” I tried out a crocodile smile. I even admired it in the mirror. I’d discovered the secret to menace. I had to feel it, actually mean it. I let the threat of exposure hang in the air.

      No more altar guild or debutante selection committee or welcome committee for new club members for dear Prudence.

      “I do hope you haven’t been sharing that story.” Her gaze met mine in the mirror. “Of course not.” She’d told everyone she knew.

      Damn it. Henry was a prize jackass, a pimple on the butt of humanity, a middle-aged man clinging to the illusions of youth and power like a capsized sailor with an inflated donut.

      He was also Grace’s father, and my daughter didn’t need both of her parents to be murder suspects.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      When I got home from bridge, a strange sedan was parked in the circle drive in front of our house. I pulled in behind it.

      The driver’s door opened, and a familiar plaid-clad leg appeared. Apparently, Detective Jones had more questions.

      His chin jerked a greeting. “Mrs. Russell.”

      “Detective Johnson, if we’re going to see each other more than once a day, you’re going to have to call me Ellison. Mrs. Russell was my mother-in-law.” A queen among battle axes.

      He grinned. Nice eyes and a nice smile. “I don’t know if we’ll being seeing each other that often.”

      “Call me Ellison anyway.” He wouldn’t. It was probably against regulations.

      “I’m looking for Mr. Russell. Is he at home?” His car wasn’t.

      “We can check.” I unlocked the front door. “Be careful. Max ate the basket that catches the mail, and I haven’t got around to replacing it. I slipped on a flyer yesterday and nearly broke my neck.” Despite my warning, I was the one who managed to kick an envelope under the bombé chest that stands in the foyer. I stooped and collected the rest of the envelopes that were splattered like paint droplets across the floor.

      “Who’s Max?”

      “The dog.”

      On cue, Max appeared at the top of the stairs and yawned. He had the look of a dog who’d been asleep in my bed. Evil beastie.

      The evil beastie trotted down the stairs and gave Detective Johnson’s crotch an exploratory sniff.

      Oh dear Lord.

      To his credit, Detective Johnson chuckled and scratched behind Max’s ears.

      Max gave himself over to bliss and leaned against the detective’s legs.

      I used to think Max was a good judge of character. But Max likes Henry, so my faith in his doggy judgment has been shaken.

      I tossed the mail onto the chest. “If Henry’s home, he’ll be in his study.”

      Detective Jones and Max followed me down the front hallway and waited while I tapped on Henry’s door. No answer. When I opened it, the smell of cold, stale air whooshed out at us.

      Detective Jones stepped around me and entered. His nice eyes had narrowed. They were taking inventory. He’d had all day to investigate Madeline’s death. All day to learn the details of her relationship with my husband. Maybe he’d even heard of their proclivities.

      Proclivities Henry had promised to keep far from Grace. No one would guess those proclivities from Henry’s study – Tabriz rug on the floor, framed diplomas on pecan-paneled walls, a solid, dependable desk suitable for a solid dependable banker, leather club chairs, a picture of Grace in a silver frame, and one of my first paintings hanging above the fireplace. I was surprised he hadn’t replaced it. Probably it had been hanging there so long he didn’t notice it.

      The detective crossed to the desk and ran his finger across its surface. It made a track in the dust. Harriet needed to clean in here more often.

      “My husband’s not here.” Duh.

      “When did you last see him?”

      I’d thought of little else on the drive home from the club.

      “Monday.”

      “Today is Thursday.”

      Between the two of us, we’d cornered the market on stating the obvious. SNICKER!

      “He lives here?”

      If we weren’t married, Henry would be the perfect roommate. He puts his dishes in the dishwasher, replaces the milk when he uses it all and pays the mortgage and utilities without being asked. My offer to pay half had been answered with a resounding no and a quiet bitch. “Yes.”

      “Is it unusual for you to go so long without seeing him?”

      “No.”

      “Has your daughter seen him?”

      “I don’t recall telling you I had a daughter.” I wanted to keep Grace out of this. To keep her safe. She didn’t need to know about her father’s sordid relationship with a dead woman.

      “I’m investigating a murder. I tend to find out about things like children.” His voice was as dry as the martini I planned on downing as soon as he was gone.

      “My husband’s a suspect?” Of course he was. I didn’t need to look into Detective Jones’ brown eyes to know he was calculating the odds that Henry had killed Madeline.

      The detective lifted his shoulders for half of a shrug. My question didn’t merit a full one. “His mistress was murdered.”

      “Am I a suspect?”

      The skin around his eyes crinkled like I’d said something amusing. “Do you have an alibi?”

      “No.” In bed. Asleep. Alone.

      “Then you’re a suspect.”

      “Would you care for a drink?”

      “I’m on duty.”

      “It’s five o’clock.”

      He glanced at his watch. “So it is. I’m still on duty.” Detective Jones, follower of rules and procedures. “Any idea where your husband might be?”

      “Did you try the bank?”

      “They say he hasn’t been in today. He missed all his appointments.”

      Henry missed an appointment? Dread slithered down my back then detoured to my stomach where it coiled like a snake. “I really do need that drink. Perhaps you’d like an iced tea?”

      Detective Jones and Max followed me to the kitchen. I poured the man a glass of tea, filled the dog’s water bowl then pulled a half-empty bottle of wine out of the fridge. Definitely half-empty. No half-baked, glass-half-full optimism for me. Madeline and Henry had been seen together last night at their kinky club. Now Madeline was dead. Admittedly, I’d fantasized about her death. Those fantasies usually included a falling piano or flash lightning on the golf course while she clutched her nine iron or three bottles of Valium and a scrawled note that read, I’m sorry. I’d never once imagined her floating in the club pool.

      Madeline had been murdered and Henry was missing. I took a large sip of liebfraumilch.

      My daughter chose that moment to appear in the kitchen doorway. She did it with a nonchalance that suggested real planning. Grace crossed her arms, leaned against the doorframe and took in Detective Johnson’s plaid pants and the shrewd look in his eyes. She would see the shrewdness straight off. She wouldn’t be fooled into thinking his eyes were nice.

      I cleared my throat. “Grace, this is Detective Jones. Detective, my daughter, Grace Russell.”

      “Nice to meet you, Miss Russell.”

      On the surface, Grace seemed unimpressed. She didn’t ask why he was sipping tea in our kitchen. “Nice to meet you too.” She turned her gaze toward me. “What’s up, Mom?”

      She knew. Of course, she knew. Everyone knew. Looking at the deliberately bored expression on her face, I hated whoever had killed Madeline. I hated them for bringing a homicide detective into Grace’s home. I hated Madeline for getting herself murdered. My feelings toward Henry went deeper than hate. If he could have kept his willy in his pants, we wouldn’t be murder suspects and Grace’s eyes wouldn’t look haunted and defiant at the same time.

      “You know your mother found Madeline Harper’s body this morning?”

      “I know.” The teenage girls’ grapevine was every bit as effective as their mothers’ and their grandmothers’. “Are you okay, Mom?”

      Of all the people who’d asked me that question today, Grace was the first to care about the answer. Maybe the second – Detective Jones had seemed genuinely sincere when he asked. But that was a lifetime ago. “I’m fine.”

      “When is the last time you saw your father?” Detective Jones asked.

      “Yesterday.”

      Max yawned, bored by questions that didn’t involve a ball or a treat or chasing a squirrel. He curled up in his favorite spot (essentially wherever he was most in the way) and eyed the man who was questioning my daughter.

      “At what time?”

      “Around five or so.”

      “Do you know where he is now?”

      She abandoned the doorway and entered the kitchen, crossed to the island and poured herself a glass of tea, took a sip then squeezed in a slice of lemon. “He packed a bag. He said he had a business trip.”

      The dread coiled in my stomach lifted its hooded head, ready to strike. I tried to drown it with another swig of wine.

      Getting wet just annoyed it.

      “Do you know where he went?” Detective Jones asked.

      Grace raised her eyebrows to the middle of her forehead. Short wrinkles marred her smooth skin. She rubbed her nose. “Los Angeles.”

      We all paused to consider the ramifications. Detective Jones probably thought about my husband getting off a plane in Los Angeles and boarding one to Brazil or Argentina or some other country where men were macho, and it was easy to disappear. I didn’t think that. I looked at the late afternoon sunshine shafting golden through the window onto Grace and thought appearances could be deceiving. My angelic daughter was lying.

      “Did he say why?” Detective Jones asked.

      She shook her head. “No.”

      “May I use your phone?”

      “Of course.” I nodded to the wall phone with the stretched-out cord.

      “The one in the study?”

      “Of course.”

      The angelic, lying stranger who’d replaced my daughter disappeared when Detective Jones left the kitchen. I leveled my gaze on Grace.

      She swallowed. “You won’t tell?”

      That she’d just lied to a police officer to protect her father?

      No. I wouldn’t tell.

      “Where did he go?” I asked.

      She inspected her cuticles.

      “Grace…”

      She rolled her eyes. Sighed with more drama than Streisand in The Way We Were, before giving in. “He said he had a lead on a new investment. Maybe he went to New York.”

      An investment? In New York? Henry owned a local bank. What the hell was going on? Then again, Henry could be holed up at a local hotel or on his way to Quebec or Paris or Bermuda.

      Who knew? Unlike Grace, Henry could tell a convincing lie. “Did he ask you to lie for him?”

      “Of course not.” Again with the raised eyebrows and itchy nose. She was so bad at lying she ought to give it up.

      I’d deal with her later. I was too angry with Henry to think clearly. My son-of-a-bitch husband had asked his teenage daughter to lie to me. Instead, she’d lied to the police.

      Grace went to the refrigerator, opened the door and surveyed its contents. “I know what you’re thinking.”

      I doubted it. I was thinking about using some of Henry’s kinky toys on him. A bullwhip sounded about right. “Oh?”

      “You’re thinking Dad lied to me.”

      I wasn’t going to argue the point. Not with Detective Jones just down the hall. My gaze turned toward the door.

      “You should be nicer to him.”

      My gaze returned to Grace’s foraging back. Be nicer to my cheating, lying, on-the-run husband? Not likely. “Pardon me?”

      She turned, a container of chutney chicken salad clasped in her hand. “Did you think I meant Dad?”

      “Who else?”

      “Detective Jones. He could make our lives difficult.” She cracked the lid of the container, sniffed, and wrinkled her nose. “You don’t need to be nicer to Dad. In fact—” she pivoted so I saw only her back “—you should divorce him.”

      I closed my eyes for half a second, no more. When I opened them, sunlight still streamed through the windows, the copper pots hanging from the rack still gleamed, and the exposed brick wall still looked the way it always did – just a little wrong - too much scarlet, not enough crimson. My kitchen was the same. It was my world that was off kilter.

      My daughter took a deep breath, one that hunched her shoulders, then she turned to face me. “I love Dad, but I
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