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CHAPTER 1





The lights sparkled overhead as the man I loved spun me around the dance floor. I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. His was pounding, too.


Youd be so nice to come home to, he murmured into my ear.


It had to be you, I whispered.


Ive got you under my skin, he whispered back.


No way, I said with a shudder. They played that one at my first wedding.


Must I remind you that we are dancing the tango, Ms. Caruso? came a voice from across the room. Sexy! Earthy! Drama!


Lou Berman, aka Le Duc de Danse. I tuned him out. Wed found him in the Yellow Pages.


Weve only got one lesson left in the Romance Package, Cece. My fianc, Peter Gambino, pressed hard on the small of my back. We have to make a decision about the first dance soon.



Arms high, Detective! You are a matador! Lou stomped his feet, then whipped a McDonalds bag out of the trash and whirled it triumphantly overhead.


I Get a Kick Out of You? I suggested.


On cue, Gambino kicked me in the shins.


Go with it, Ms. Caruso! Lou cried. You are the wounded bull!


Not exactly the wedding-day scenario I had in mind.


Its ten oclock on the nose, people. Lous wife, Liz Berman, emerged from the back office and flicked the CD player to Off. Time to hit the road.


Gambino and I disentangled ourselves as Lou folded himself into a ratty metal chair. Liz sat down at her desk near the water cooler and knocked back her regular evening cocktail of antihistamines and acetominophen. Then, shooting Lou the evil eye, she got up to put the McDonalds bag back in the trash. She was the detail person.


So what do you think of these kids? Lou mopped a suspiciously smooth brow.


Theyre really coming along, Liz said with no perceptible enthusiasm.


Gambino turned to me. I told you. Were going to kick butt at next weeks lesson.


I patted his arms. I think we should avoid the word kick.


Lou looked dubious, in any case. Next weeks lesson was the foxtrot, the most difficult of all ballroom dances, requiring constant shifts in rhythm from slow to fast to medium.


If anyone can teach you two to foxtrot, its Lou, Liz conceded.


You kill me, doll. He went over and wrapped an arm around her waist, lifting her off her feet. Then the two of themtall, plump, congested Liz and tall, thin, bottle-bronzed Loubegan to whirl around the room. Gambino and I stared, openmouthed. They didnt need music. They were music.


Married twenty-two years, Lou said, dipping Liz.


Twenty-two years, she repeated, upside down.


That was about how long it had been since Id last walked down the aisleyoung, pregnant, and dumb.


Dumb enough to think winning Miss Asbury Park, New Jersey, would be my ticket to eternal bliss.


Dumb enough to blow off college to put my then-husband through grad school.


Dumb enoughwell, just dumb enough.


I wanted to believe Id learned something since then. I looked over at Gambino. He was kind, smart, funny. He had me, and still wanted me.


Yes, Id learned something since then.


While were on the subject of killing, said Liz, pulling out of her husbands embrace, get a load of this.


Id thought we were on the subject of love everlasting but I wasnt about to interrupt Liz, who discouraged that sort of thing. She peeled off her worn leather jacket, took a puff of her inhaler, then wrapped a fuzzy white scarf tight around her neck.


My dears, she said, its truly mystery to me. Her voice was suddenly frail, her nose longer, her skin pinker. She pulled a pair of knitting needles out of her bag. But I so often seem to get mixed up in things that are really no concern of mine. Crimes, I mean, and peculiar happenings. She leaned her head a little to one side, like a cockatoo fluffing its feathers. Nothing, of course, a nice linseed poultice couldnt cure.


Miss Jane Marple! I exclaimed.


Damn straight, she said, then sneezed. Guess Ive got to double up on the Claritin for Saturday.



Saturday.


Saturday was a big deal.


I was dreading Saturday.


But at least Saturday was a distraction from the bigger deals in my life, which for the record would be:




1. Waiting to hear from my editor, Sally, about Poison Book, my biography of the mystery writer Agatha Christie. Id sent the four-hundred-and-two-page manuscript off to her exactly eleven days, ten hours, and thirty-five minutes ago, not that I was counting.


2. Choosing the right ensemble for the upcoming baby shower I was hosting for my daughter, Annie. The champagne-colored, disco-era halter dress I had in mind didnt exactly scream grandma. But I was barely forty years old. Did I really have to go for double-knit slacks? Or worse yet, muu-muu?


3. Getting married.


4. Getting married (it merits two mentions).




Like I was saying, thank God for Saturday.


Saturday would mark the opening festivities of Phase 2 of Christietown, a Golden Age mystery-themed housing development on the sun-baked fringes of Antelope Valley, just east of Los Angeles.


I was in charge of Saturday.


In charge of the clotted cream, the scones, and the Cornish pasties; in charge of the yapping Yorkies and stubby Corgis; in charge of the larkspurs, hollyhocks, and snapdragons lining the neat brick path up to the Vicarage (which would be the sales office); and worse yet, in charge of the original, interactive Murder Mystery Tea, starringyesLiz Berman (aka La Duchesse de Danse) as Agatha Christies beloved amateur sleuth, Miss Marple.


Everyone had a part.


Lou Berman was the butler. He didnt do it.


Wren Abbott, the dance studios frizzy-haired receptionist, was an eleven-year-old with psychic abilities.


My second-best friend, Bridget, was her governess, Estella Raven, who was rude and spirited and whose studied insolence covered a great fear.


My best friend, Lael, master pastry chef and inadvertent sexpot, was the vicars wife.


My fianc, Peter Gambino, was the soldier of fortune.


My gardener, Javier Gomez, was Sir Guy Pilkington of Gossington Hall. He was going to be in a wheelchair for the duration of the play.


And yes, its true, my neighbors, seventy-year-old twin sisters and ex-showgirls Lois and Marleneknown in their former lives as Hibiscus and Jasminewould be dancing onstage for the first time in thirty years.


With the exception of Javier, who inexplicably had a Screen Actors Guild card, nobody was being paid. Id blown my budget on expensive sherry and a large plasterboard facade of Gossington Hall, with real mullioned windows. So instead of hiring actors, Id called in my chits. It didnt take much convincing. These people were dying to ham it up in front of an audience.


It being tax season, my accountant Mr. Keshigian did not have a part, though Id been tempted to cast him as Sir Guys cousin Jasper, the black sheep of the family. Mr. Keshigian, I should explain, was the one who got me the gig in the first place. Mr. Keshigian is concerned about my finances. Writing biographies of dead mystery writersas he reminds me every time we go over my deductionsis not a lucrative profession. So when he recently found himself attending a real estate seminar where the developer of Christietown was making a presentation, he didnt waste any time. He cornered the guy during cocktail hour and by the time the baked Brie was gone, had me moonlighting as an event planner.


Like I dared argue.


My new boss was named Ian Christie.


Ian Christie was a beet-faced Englishman who claimed (vociferously) to be related (distantly) to the Queen of Crime herself. Fat chance. Agatha Christie was the worlds best-known mystery writer and, not counting Shakespeare, the all-time best-selling author in any genre. Christietown, however, was Ians baby, a master-planned, amenity-packed, Cotswoldsesque cozyland tailor-made for its target demographic: mystery fans, retirees, British expatriates in search of the midday sun. The fact that Phase 1 had been only a middling success (less than half of the 125 existing houses had been sold) had proved no impediment whatsoever to the initiation of Phase 2, which was vastly more ambitious: 500 new houses plus a church and a High Street, with a butcher, a baker, a post office, an apothecary, a pub, and a locksmith.


All this I learned several weeks ago over lemonade and sticky buns at the Vicarage. There were already themed mugs, night-lights, key chains, picture frames, illuminated water globes, and T-shirts, all bearing the logo Ian Christie had designed himself: a white-haired, hatchet-wielding spinster sitting inside a spinning teacup, the word Christietown spelled out in dripping blood. But that was just the beginning.


Ian was thinking big: housing developments in similar communities across the U.S., maybe even Europe, and best of all, a Christietown credit card. He salivated at the mere mention of the credit card. His plump hands flew; his pale eyes popped. While waiting for him to settle down, Id found myself wondering if the chief investorstwo Israelis rumored to be ex-Mossad operativeswere equally optimistic. The real estate market wasnt exactly booming these days. And I couldnt imagine there were that many British expats roaming the southern California desert looking for storybook cottages with pseudothatched roofs. But that wasnt my business. I sipped more lemonade. I shoveled another sticky bun in my mouth. Not my business was my new mantra. By the end of the afternoon, Ian was congratulating himself for having hired me. Now all I had to do was deliver. That part was my business.


You hungry? Gambino asked as we got in his car.


Starved.


What do you think about a chili dog at Pinks?


Pinks, on Melrose and La Brea, was a sentimental favorite of ours. One of our first dates had taken place on its sixtieth anniversary, when wed waited for four hours in the hot sun for sixty-cent chili dogs. Pinks was famous for them. Orson Welles ate eighteen at a single sitting, which was a record. Orson Welles probably didnt care if he got food all over his pants. But I had on a seventies white jersey dress with bell sleeves, which wouldnt be the same covered in chili grease.


Ill have fries, I said. Lifes a compromise.


The wrong choice of words, as it turned out.


Gambino took off his glasses and wiped them on his shirt. Then he put them back on in slow motion. I knew what that meant.


If you have something to say, Cece, he said, not looking at me, just come out and say it.


Wed been arguing nonstop about the wedding. I was ready to march into city hall and be done with it, but Gambino wanted something more traditional. Thus, the dancing lessons. And the meetings with Father Joe. And the ongoing discussion with my neighbor Butch, who had volunteered his backyard for the reception. Id thought compromising was a sign of character. Apparently not.


Orson Welles narrated the third film version of Ten Little Indians, did you know that? It seemed simpler to avoid the issue.


No, Gambino said sharply. He got onto the I10 heading east.


It starred Elke Sommer, the kiss of death, I added.


Uh-huh. He was doing deep nose breathing now, a bad sign.


Orson Welless ghost haunts Sweet Lady Jane. Sweet Lady Jane, our favorite bakery, was located next door to the old site of Ma Maison, where Orson Welles ate lunch every day until he died.


Cece, said Gambino, we need to talk.


Oh, no. I forgot my shoes. Lou had taken one look at my platforms and insisted I change into Lizs dancing slippers before I twisted an ankle. Everyone except me had been excited that Liz and I wore the same size. Theyre collectibles. Kork-Ease. From high school. We have to go back.


Youve got to be kidding, Gambino said. But he was already heading for the exit.


Gambino did not understand vintage fashion, but he did understand me. He didnt so much as blink, for example, the time I showed up at a cop pool party in Eagle Rock wearing a Jantzen swimsuit from the forties with boning and Bakelite buckles. Or when I met his sister for the first time wearing an apricot-colored silk Harlow gown with shirred raglan shoulders and a hint of a train.


Okay, so we did need to talk.


We got off the freeway at Lincoln, and headed back to Fourth Street. The valet parkers employed by the neighboring restaurants had gone home, so there were free spots out front. Gambino came around to open my door for me and we walked back toward the dance studio, knocking shyly against each others hips. That was our way of reestablishing relationship equilibrium. It was a chilly April night. My dress was thin. Gambino wrapped his arm tight around me and when that wasnt enough, took off his jacket and draped it over my shoulders. We arrived at the studio, and saw that the blinds had been pulled.


It hasnt even been fifteen minutes, I said. Theyre probably still in there.


Gambino knocked.


No answer.


I put my nose up to the glass and through a crack in the blinds saw the silhouette of a pair of lovers embracing behind the screen where Lou kept the CD player.


Twenty-two years.


They still had the itch.


It was just as Id suspected: sexual chemistry trumps all.


Fever! I suddenly exclaimed.


Gambino put his hand on my forehead. Youre sick?


No, I mean for the first song. Peggy Lee. What do you think?


I like it, he said. A lot.


Forget about the shoes. I took Gambinos arm Take me to bed.












CHAPTER 2




My dad, a twenty-year veteran of the force, used to say a good cop never closes more than one eye.


Gambino closes two but still gets the job done.


It was four A.M. when the phone rang.


Detective Tico Soto, Gambinos partner, with his usual impeccable timing.


A body had been found downtown, on Vignes Street, just around the corner from the L.A. County Mens Central Jail. The Seventy-seventh Precinct was in disarray. Two of its men had been shot the day before in a hostage situation that had gone south. So the booking sergeant was calling on the Hollywood Division for help.


Three minutes and thirty seconds later, having pulled on his clothes, kissed me, and retrieved his holster from the hall closet, Gambino was out the front door.


Homicide waits for no man.


I had no problem falling back asleep. That lasted until Javier arrived at eight. Javier always arrived with fanfare: clanging garbage can lids, overzealous leaf blowing, lusty weed whacking. And the lawn mower. Suffice it to say Javiers lawn mower is an underrated instrument of torture. I put the pillow over my ears, then hurled it across the room. Taking that as her cue, Mimi the cat leapt onto the bed and stalked across the sheet, eyes on the prize. Now we were face (mine)-to-furry face (hers). Then, the earsplitting howl: Fancy Feast or die!


Id recovered by the second cup of coffee.


A triumphant Mimi claimed the sunny spot under the stained-glass window in the living room. I put food out for my teacup poodle, Buster, who doesnt bestir himself before nine thirty, and watered the hybrid catmint, which I keep under an overturned wire basket near the sink so Mimi can nibble on the tips without devouring the blossoms. Then I went out to the office to check my e-mail.


I live in West Hollywood in a 1932 Spanish-style bungalow with hardwood floors, wrought-iron sconces, Moorish archways, a turquoise-tiled bathroom, and a toilet that flushes approximately three times out of four. I wont get into the general decrepitude of the heating and air system, nor the idiosyncrasies of the shower, nor the sloping floor in the kitchen, not to mention the doorknob that comes off in your hand every time you try to leave. Ive come to realize, first of all, that neither people nor houses weather more than half a century unscathed; and second of all, that maintenance is a full-time job. I dont have the constitution for it. So I use the three and a half minutes it takes for the shower to heat up to read Us Weekly or People or Star (theres not much there there) and the mercurial toilet to scare off unwanted guests.


Also, I improvise.


My office, for example.


It was the garage until I sold my second book and had enough money to hire one of my best friend Laels handyman buddies to transform it into my version of a professorial lair: walls and floor painted apple green, built-in bookshelves, big Lucite desk, plush reading chair accented with Pucci pillows, fresh flowers in coordinating shades, a small fridge stocked with my favorite snacks.


That was the fantasy, at least.


The Pucci pillows had faded in the sun. Id never bought the fridge. The flowers tended to eyeball me accusingly for a day, then die. This morning, it was twelve gerbera daisies. I yanked them out of the vase and tossed them into the trash. Then I dumped the water on the grass, which had pretty much been decimated by Buster, whose youthful urinary tract the vet had applauded at last months checkup.


Happily, my e-mail gave me no trouble. I hit Send and Receive and in seconds the world was at my feet: Cheap Tickets, penile enhancement, fake Rolex watches, Sally.


That would be my editor, Sally.


Wed never actually met in the flesh, Sally and I, but I imagined her spending her days in a sleek corner office of a Manhattan skyscraper, sipping highballs while eviscerating manuscripts with her dagger nails. I opened the message.





Hi, Cece! Got your package. Not bad.





Not bad?





In fact, good.





I exhaled.




However





My least favorite word.



I think you couldve eked a little more drama out of Agatha Christies mysterious eleven-day disappearance. I wouldve thought that was something youd be dying to sink your teeth into. So please rework those sections by a week from Monday, at the latest. I dont want to keep the copy editor waiting. Shes the nervous type. Hows the weather out there, by the way? Were having a glorious spring. Ciao. S.



I stomped into the kitchen to pour myself a third cup of coffee. I ate a protein bar. Then a cold slice of pepperoni pizza. Then another slice. What was Sally trying to do, kill me?


I dialed Laels number, looking for sympathy.


She picked up on the third ring. You are so lucky, Cece. If you had called five minutes earlier, I wouldve had you bring me more piping bags. My topcoat frosting is incredible. Stop that, I said!


Me? I asked meekly.


No, the girls. Theyre trying to put my sunglasses on the dog. Do you hear me, girls? Anyway, Tommy came home early from practice, so I sent him out. Did you need something? Because Im kind of busy here.


In addition to keeping tabs on her four children and playing the vicars wife in tomorrows theatrical extravaganza, Lael was creating the edible centerpiece: a teapot-shaped cake with a sugar-dough leaf handle and a sugar-dough rose petal spout, accompanied by a twelve-tier tower of actual demitasse cups on which she was piping delicate frosting flowers: bluebells, freesia, Queen Annes lace. The cups were going to be filled with cake and sealed with chocolate butter to resemble strong tea.


I guess I dont need anything, I replied.


What do you think for the cake, tiramisu or trifle?


Tiramisu. Im Italian.


Ive decided on trifle.


Next I called my very pregnant daughter, Annie. Instead of a shoulder to cry on, however, I got a diatribe against Pampers, which were not only bad for the environment but also more expensive than cloth diapers.


Over a three-and-a-half-year period, Annie said, Vincent and I will have to use over eight thousand seven hundred diapers at a cost of approximately two thousand five hundred dollars. And if the baby is large for his or her age, itll be more.


Annie wasnt known for non sequiturs. I waited a beat.


Its a catch-twenty-two, Mom. The larger-size diaper is the same price per package, but the number of diapers in each package is less, making each diaper more expensive. Plus, children using disposables toilet train a year to a year and a half later than their peers using cloth diapers. Its all there at www.tinytush.com.


Before she could continue in this vein, I said I had to go because FedEx was at the door. FedEx was, of course, not at the door, but I did have to go. It was already ten fifteen. My second-best friend Bridget opened her shop at eleven and I wanted to get there before the Friday lunch-hour rush, which occurred when the women of Los Angeles all realized they had nothing to wear for the weekend. Its the same thing at nail salons. Do not show up at noon on Friday.


Bridget is the owner of On the Bias, L.A.s premier vintage clothing store. The woman is so knowledgeable that doctoral candidates seek out her opinion on Balenciagas banner year (1954). So influential shed received handwritten invitations to the couture showings in Paris three years in a row (she doesnt like to fly). So indispensable that a celebrity stylist once attempted to bribe her with an Herms Birkin bag (in canary yellow, an affront). We met well before her rise to greatness, working back-to-back shifts at the front desk of an aerobics studio. We bonded over our mutual hatred for exercise, as opposed to our mutual love for vintage clothing. But I cant deny that her inventory has been a plus when important occasions arise or, say, multiple costumes for murder-mystery play are required.


I tucked a doggie treat in my bag for Bridgets dachshund, Helmut, and was on my way. It was a glorious day, sunny and clear. After more than a decade in southern California, I was still dazzled by the weather. Also by the native flora and fauna: the palm trees, the birds-of-paradise, the old people who looked like young people from behind. I wouldve made it to Beverly Hills in less than ten minutes if I hadnt been stuck behind a Dodge Dart clocking ten mph in a thirty-five mph zone, which is trickier than it might sound. Im working on road rage, so I didnt even honk.


Helmut appreciated the treat. It was liver flavored, a splurge. I forgot, however, to bring something for Maximilian, Bridgets new intern, a young man from Austria who favored heavily embellished jackets and smiled only when being offered pastry. Today he was wearing a Russian military ensemble, with epaulets, braiding, and fur cuffs.


Ms. Sugarhill is presently on the phone, he announced in his heavy accent. She is being given the nonsense by one old lady in the Palm Beach. Four Charles James gown she is withholding. The greatest American couturier! Please do you sit until she is coming for you. He pushed me in the direction of the pink mohair chaise at the front of the store.


Thanks, I said. I like your jacket, by the way.


Yes, he said soberly.


After he was gone, I made my way over to the dresses. I still needed something for Lou and Lizs receptionist, Wren, to wear on Saturday. Wren was tiny, with an enormous halo of red hair that she was going to put up in pigtails. Shed been working diligently on her trances. Last week, my son-in-law, Vincent, had rigged a device for her to wear around her waist: with a mere push of a button, it released a plume of smoke, heralding a communiqu from the spirit world.


I thumbed through the racks. Everything at Bridgets was sheathed in plastic, so you couldnt really see it. You had to read the labels on the hangers. This was supposed to deter the looky-loos, not that she got many. Bridgets reputation preceded her.


I studied a couple of baby-doll dresses. Too sexy.


Some geometric shifts. Too hard.


A billowing shirtdress with a Peter Pan collar. Too obvious.


I liked a black-cotton-eyelet bustier dress from the eighties, for myself.


Finally, I pulled a double-knit checkerboard romper off the rack.


Rudi Gernreich! cried Maximilian from across the room. He is like me, from Vienna! His father makes hosiery, then kills himself, boo-hoo! Rudi likes the ladies to wear this with a Buster Brown hat, a school pack on the back, and the little-girl shoes.


Maximilian didnt mention Rudi Gernreichs greatest claim to fame, the topless bathing suit, which he created in 1964 in a panic, convinced that Emilio Pucci was going to beat him to the punch. His last collection, in the fall of 1968, was likewise a doozy: it included a Genghis Khan jumpsuit; a black-and-white bloomer dress based on the art of Aubrey Beardsley; and a Renaissance minidress with ribbon-wrapped tights. In the eighties, Gernreich began a home-based business with a menu of gourmet soups, which he personally delivered in his Bentley to a select list of stores in and about Beverly Hills. Bridget thought he was a genius.


This could work, I said out loud.


Maximilian instantly snatched the checkerboard romper out of my hands. So sorry, but dont you see what is the size? Size two! You can count? One, two! It will not accommodate your most big body. He looked with disdain upon my five feet eleven inches and one hundred and forty-four pounds.


Its not for me, I said sweetly. But in any case, Im sure I can do better.


Maximilian looked insulted, so we were even.


Just then Bridget appeared, shoulders sagging. Something was wrong. She looked like one of those saucer-eyed waifs from the cheesy paintings, when in fact, she was an African American woman in a severe black suit and four-and-a-half-inch stilettos.


What is it? I asked.


Shes not selling me those Charles James dresses is what. Bridget flopped into the chaise.


Im sorry, I said.


Bitch, said Maximilian with feeling.


I spent a whole weekend with her, Bridget went on, eating cocktail wieners and frozen quiches out of chafing dishes. It isnt fair.


But you love junk food, I said consolingly.


Real junk food, she said. Black junk food. Not the WASP version.


The woman is going to come around.


No, shes not.


Yes, she is.


You dont know that, she said with a stamp of her elegant foot.


What is this? You are Bridget Sugarhill!


Youre right! Bridget exclaimed, sitting up. And I want a Big Mac!


Its a process. Today went more quickly than usual.


Maximilian trotted over to get his man bag from behind the desk.


One for you, one for me, one for doggie Helmut, he recited. And perhaps it is better the single patty, no bun, for your friend?


Ignoring him, I asked Bridget if she could recommend something for Wren to wear.


All taken care of, Bridget said. She was in a few days ago, and I gave her a Hollys Harp dress in soft fleece with a lace collar. Hollys Harp was a legendary, now sadly defunct, boutique on Sunset Boulevard catering to rich hippies and rock-star girlfriends. Wren looked like an angel, with that crazy red hair. But poor Liz.


What do you mean?


She showed up yesterday. We found something perfect. You can take it with you when you go. Stockings, shoes, the whole shebang. But Im telling you, it took forever! She tried on my entire inventory. Everything made her look like an old frump.


Shes supposed to look like an old frump, I said. Shes playing Miss Marple.


Whatever. Shes taking this whole thing very seriously. Do you know shes been out there, to Aggieworld, three or four times, just to get the lay of the land?


Christietown. And youre kidding.


Nope. Anyway, shes got horrible posture. And needs her nails done desperately. And a decent hairdo. And those allergies. She made a face.


I remembered how beautiful Liz looked in Lous arms, how graceful.


Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, I said.


Thats tripe, said Bridget. Jesus H. Christ! Theres lint all over this chaise! She leapt up in horror. Maximilian is getting a spanking.


I tried to keep the image from forming in my mind.


Let me get the outfit for you. Bridget went into the back. I followed.


By the way, she said, handing me a gray garment bag, which I draped over my arm, I absolutely adore the governess, Estella Raven. What a mouth she has on her! Its like you wrote the part just for me.


I did.


You want to see what Im wearing? she asked, her face aglow.


Surprise me, I said. We chatted for a while, then Bridget walked me to the celadon-and-gold front door. A pair of teen-starlet types with big heads and tiny bodies brushed past us on their way in.


Welcome, said Bridget coolly. Have you been here before? No, I dont believe you have. I know my regulars. Please refrain from tugging on the hangers, and dont even THINK about removing the plastic.


At that, one of the girls dropped her Gucci handbag right on its bamboo handle. The other one hastily scooped up the goods and pulled her friend toward the Azzedine Alaas.


Do you have to be so mean? I asked Bridget.


Believe me, I do.


Its miracle anybody comes here.


Forget about them, Bridget said in a hushed voice. Listen. I have a theory about who the killer is. In the play. And Im dying to know if Im right. So would you please tell me already? I cant wait until tomorrow. Come on, Cece. Who did it?


I thought about how that old frump Miss Marple might answer the question.


You dont need me to tell you, I said. If youve got a theory that fits the facts, then it must be the right one.










CHAPTER 3





Agatha was wearing a fur coat, brown fur-lined gloves, and a small green velour hat on the night she drove away from Styles, her sprawling, mock-Tudor house on the border of Surrey and Berkshire.


It was early December, but there was already frost on the leaves. Winters in this part of England came on early and hard. She wrapped her gray cardigan around her lumpy body. She couldnt even look in the mirror anymore. She was afraid of what shed see. Shadows, folds, furrows. She was only thirty-six years old. She felt a thousand.


It was at Styles that her marriage had broken into pieces. The house was unlucky. The last three owners had suffered there. Shed wanted to move farther into the countrya cottage, it neednt have been anything grand. There were only the three of them, after all. But Archie had insisted on being no more than a ten-minute walk to Sunningdale Station. She sped past it now, its blue-and-yellow sign enveloped in fog. Monday through Friday, since hed come back from the Great War, hed commuted into London for work, twenty-six miles to the south. City life. How ill it suited him. Mornings were worst. Hed lurch into the station so late he had to run across the lines in front of the approaching train to reach the far platform to board. He had to be more careful. Accidents did happen. She closed her eyes for a moment, envisioning the scene. The screams. The crowd. The sirens. Then her eyes blinked open. She was fooling herself. Work wasnt the reason he needed to be close to the station, not the real one, at any rate. London was where his mistress was. He needed to be close to her.


Its over, Archie had said. I want a divorce.


What about me? Agatha had cried.


Who are you?


It was not an unreasonable question.


The girl Archie had met all those years ago at a dance given by Lord and Lady Clifford of Chudleigh at Ugbrooke House in Devonthe girl into whose ear hed whispered such lovely, wicked thingswas gone. In her place was a hag as chatty and ridiculous as his mother, fat in her stockingette skirts and staid jumpers. The smell of her repulsed him, the taste of her. No wonder. Agatha tasted like tears now. Her mother was dead. All she could do was cry. And Archie had warned herhad he not?that he couldnt bear unhappy people.


Her hands clenched the leather-wrapped steering wheel. She looked at them in disbelief. Were they actually hers, the veins so blue and ropy and twisted? Yes, those were her hands, her blood, her veins. Odd that they pulsed so violently when she felt so dead inside.


The road was deserted. It was ten at night. Darkness had fallen like a heavy, woolen blanket. The stockbrokers, the bankers, the gray-haired MPs and their dutiful wives and children were tucked between sheets that had been laundered and starched and ironed by silent servants, gossiping family retainers, indigent third cousins.


All were fast asleep, dreaming of the day ahead.


She no longer dreamed of the future. She dreamed of the past.


Suddenly, something dark passed in front of her windshield. She braked. Was it a deer? She pulled over to the side of the road, switched off the headlights, turned off the motor. She stepped out of the car, a Morris Cowley. It was a four-seater. How she adored that car. She stroked the front bumper absently. Dust. She must speak to someone about that. Shed bought the car herself, for two hundred and twenty-five pounds. She was a successful author now. A wealthy woman in her own right. A wealthy woman alone. A wealthy woman who saw things. A deer! Impossible, of course. She suffered, Archie always said, from an overactive imagination. Worse yet, from an excess of false gestures.


False gestures. False life.


Later that night, back on the road, she threw her wedding ring out of the car window.


What, she wondered, would darling Archie make of that?











CHAPTER 4





I am a superstitious person.

 I believe that you dont toss anything out of a car window, that you dont give a knife as a housewarming present, that cutting your hair on Good Friday prevents headaches, and that the spouse who falls asleep first on the wedding night will be the first to die.


I get it from my mother, which is probably enough said.


So by all rights I should have lost it when Gambino crawled into bed sometime after midnight Friday, armed with a French Vogue and a box of Sees chocolates and broke the news that he couldnt be my soldier of fortune in the morning. But I was strangely calmtranquil, even. I thanked him for the presents. I assured him that everything would be fine. Of course, his case came first. Of course, his witnesses couldnt wait. After that, I dont remember anything. I mustve dropped off to sleep. The strain of being reasonable had clearly exhausted me. But maybe Id finally learned to roll with the punches. Dispensed with all that nonsense about omens.



Or maybe Id had an inkling that losing my soldier of fortune would be the least of the days disasters.


Saturday morning dawned bright and hopeful. I stretched lazily, then wrapped my arms around my sleeping fianc. After mumbling what sounded like an endearment, he rolled onto his stomach and started to snore. I tucked the covers around him and glanced over at the clock: 6:19. Id beaten the alarm by eleven minutes.


Ian Christies call beat the alarm by five.


Good morning, Miss Caruso, he said, sounding near tears. I mean, Cece. I simply cant get out of the habit of Miss This-ing and Mr. That-ing everyone. Shows my age. My, oh, my, its a big day today. Suns shining. SPF fifteen for all. Ha, ha! Quite a gamble weve taken with this enterprise. Well, me. Quite a gamble Ive taken. He stopped himself dead.


Good morning, Ian, I said in a voice meant to inspire confidence. Are you feeling better today?


Yes, thank you. You were an angel of mercy yesterday, Cece. By the time I got home, I decided it mustve been the flu, which has been going around, you know. My assistant was out four days last week. Of course, bad lucks her middle name; her husband broke his leg recently. But the incubation period for flu was up days ago, so it had to have been food poisoning. I love kebabs, but they dont love me!


Yesterday afternoon, after Id left Bridgets, Id gone out to Christietown to go over some last-minute details with Ian. Poor man had thrown up all over the sales office front desk, perilously close to the $25,000 scale model of Phase 2 that had just arrived from Browning McDuff, the building firm. Even before that, hed soaked through his festive Tommy Bahama shirt and scratched obsessively at a rash on his cheeks. I think they call it being betrayed by
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